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    Dedication 
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        Who is this guy? What is he doing? If you look closely at the caption at the bottom of the picture, you’ll see the word ‘pizzaiolo’. What does that word mean? 
 
    Obviously the word ‘pizza’ is right there in the first half, so it must have something to do with pizza, right? Yes, it does. It’s an Italian word (pronounced ‘peets-i-yo-lo’), and it basically means anybody who makes pizzas. If we want to get more specific, it really means anybody who makes pizzas professionally. But does that mean you have to make pizzas for a living to make them well, or to earn that title? I don’t think so. In fact, I think the term applies just as much to anybody who takes on the craft of the pizzaiolo as something you would do for free, even on your day off from work, and gives it all the same dedication and effort you would if you were getting paid (although if I said as much to a professional pizzaiolo in pizza’s homeland, I might just earn myself a punch in the face). Does that description apply to you? I know it certainly does for me. In fact, there are days when I feel like I could make pizzas all day long and be happy doing it, and make them like they cost a million dollars. 
 
      Where am I going with all this? From this point on, I’d like you to put yourself in the shoes of the pizzaiolo, and imagine that your pizzas really are as good as those made by a professional, because by the end of this book, that’s the kind of confidence and skill I’d like you to aspire to. I say this not because I think you should have some sense of responsibility imposed on you, but because I’m pretty sure that if you’re reading this book, you’re ready to dive right in and start making the kind of pizzas that are as good as any you can buy from anywhere outside your own home. And because I want you to really appreciate and absorb all the implications of that last statement. Yes, you can master this art and make the kinds of pizza that people will want to skip going out to the pizzeria or bar and come to your house for, especially if they’re pizza addicts like you and I. Yes, that’s right- you and I are definitely pizza addicts, right? Let’s just come out in the open with it right now, shall we? Okay…if the term ‘addiction’ doesn’t feel comfortable, maybe we can settle on the term ‘obsession’? That word doesn’t necessarily infer that you can’t stop making pizzas whenever you want to, and when you think about it, an obsession can actually lead to some pretty cool things…like great pizza, for instance. With that frame of mind, you can take this journey with no hesitation at all. 
 
      That’s right, this isn’t just any old cookbook. This book is for those who want to take a real journey, not just in your mind, like you would with a work of fiction, but in a very real sense, and with real results. By the time your finish reading this book, you should at least have an itinerary in your mind of the journey of experimentation and actualization you’re going to take, with respect to your own ideal pizza creations. You can and should take every opportunity to experiment with, tweak, and perfect your own pizzas to your liking, and that’s where I, the pizzaiolo writing this book, come in. Throughout this book, I’m going to be throwing recipes at you, but I’m also going to be encouraging you to try out things that pop into your mind, and to consider trying out new ways that neither you nor I have anticipated yet, because this is a process that’s supposed to be spontaneous and enjoyable, not a chore. That doesn’t mean that I’m not going to be making every effort to drill the fundamentals into your brain, too. Fundamentals are critical, without a doubt. But there is definitely no one way to make pizza, and your pizza is your pizza. 
 
      But since this in only an introduction and I think you’re picking up what I’m laying down by now, it’s time to get down to business. Before we move on, though, I want to explain why I chose the term ‘dedication’ for this section. It has two meanings, and they both apply here. ‘Dedication’ means committing yourself to something, and that’s certainly the case with your commitment to making great pizza, or else you wouldn’t be reading this book. It also means a sort of symbolic pledge of remembrance and solidarity, and that definition definitely applies just as much. Because you’ve dedicated yourself to making great pizzas, I dedicate this book to you, a pizzaiolo in the making. Now get cracking! 
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    You’re going to be making THIS very soon! What are you waiting for? Stop looking at this page and get going! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How to Use This Book 
 
      
 
      While I’m obviously trying to write this book as a step-by-step instruction manual, it is still aimed at people of all skill levels, from those who only delve beyond mac and cheese every once in a while and want to expand their cooking skills and make great pizza, to those who are already very experienced cooks who just want to focus on pizza and pick up a few new recipes or techniques. Ultimately, I’d like everyone who encounters this book to come away after reading it with a new vision of what pizza can be, or at least with a few new ideas on how they can improve their own pizzas, even if they only want to stick with old-fashioned classic styles.  
 
      So where do we start? Well, since you’re the one who chose to read this book, and only you know where you’re at on the journey of becoming a pizzaiolo, that’s up to you to decide. You may already have a pretty good understanding of how doughs, sauces, and complete pizzas are made, in which case you might want to skip around for new info. Or you may be a complete novice to the art of pizza making, and in that case you’ll want to start all the way at the beginning. 
 
      In any case, I’ve made every effort to never assume that you know anything about cooking or baking, or at least nothing specific to pizza. The only assumption I’ve made in writing this book is that you love pizza and want to improve your skills at making your own at home. But I also don’t want to turn this book into a long and exhaustive manual on cooking or baking fundamentals that’s a chore to read through. So I’ve made each recipe as clearly detailed as possible, while not using any culinary lingo you might not be familiar with, and very few of them call for anything you can’t find at the grocery store.  I’ve also given an index of recipes at the front of the book for those wish to jump right ahead and start making anything in here that catches your eye, or for a quick reference to the pages where you need to find the recipes that you want to use often. Of course, my sincerest wish is that you’ll eventually gain enough confidence as a pizzaiolo to create your own recipes according to your own refined taste. I can tell you from experience that few things in life are as creatively satisfying as bringing your culinary vision to life and finding it every bit as delicious as you imagined it would be, or even more. Even better is when your friends and family share your creation, and then demand that you make it again! If you’ve ever had this experience, you know exactly what I mean. If you don’t, I hope you find out for yourself soon. 
 
        
 
      
 
    Necessary (and sometimes optional) Equipment for Making Great Pizza at Home 
 
      
 
     In this section, I will bring your attention to several tools that come into play in the process of making pizza. There are some tools that really are essential, and there are some that you can do without if you choose to, at least for now. In writing this section, I've made the assumption that you already possess basic kitchen utensils, like knives, sauce pans, saute pans, cutting boards, and the like. If you already own all of the tools in this section, or at least the ones that are necessary, you're ready to get down to business making pizza. If not, you can still at least make the effort until you get those tools. Your pizzas won't be as good as they can be until you get the tools you really need, but at least you'll start to familiarize yourself with the process. The important thing is that you're confident in using the tools of the trade, and you can only gain that confidence by using them. None of these tools are anything to be afraid of. They're just tools, like any other. And most of them can be obtained pretty cheaply. Once you get really comfortable with them and you know when and how to use them, it'll be just like writing with a pencil, trust me. So without further ado, here's the list. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    #1: Your own hands. 
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     That’s right. While it might seem like I’m being a little silly or overly obvious with this one, it really is important that you realize how important your own hands are in this process. They are far and away the most indispensable tools you own, and you can’t get anywhere without them. If you’ve never taken on any creative process that makes extensive demands on your hands, that’s about to change. There’s no food better than that which is made by hand, by someone who really cares about the food they make. Get ready to use them…a lot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    #2: Pizza Stone. 
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      Next to your own hands, there are few other tools that are as hard to do without if you really want to perfect your pizza crust. I'm purposely showing you one that's well-used instead of a brand new one, because this is what yours will look like after you've used it a few times. This tool will make a bigger impact than anything else in your pizza tool shed. Even if all you did was make frozen pizzas, it would still make a noticeable difference. And it’s not just for pizza, either. If you want to make great bread at home, you absolutely have to have one of these. These range in price from around $12 to way above that if you buy from a specialty equipment supplier. I went through two or three cheap ones that kept cracking from heat before I ponied up $40 for a good one, and it’s lasted me quite some time. You don’t have to spend a fortune on one of these, but it’s an investment that will definitely be worthwhile. 
 
      Now…while I’m on the subject of pizza stones, I’m afraid I have no choice but to veer into a somewhat risky and provocative narrative, and make statements that are bound to get some knee-jerk reactions, but so be it. I’ve been using my stone for years now, and while I can say for certain that it does take a bit of experimentation to get the best results, I’ve heard statements from numerous food pundits online that I must take issue with. The consensus among some people who use these babies seems to be that you have to preheat them for what I consider a rather absurd amount of time- like 30 to 60 minutes, believe it or not. 
 
      From my own perspective, this advice might sound sagely and well-reasoned at first glance, but in fact, I think it’s a bit misguided and ill-informed. I don’t blame those who hold this idea for wanting to make sure they’re using their stones to maximum effect, but nonetheless, I don’t think it’s necessary to follow their advice to the letter, for several reasons. What I want you to do instead, if you have a stone or are about to get one, is to follow the manufacturers’ recommendations, and trust your own judgment. In my own experience, I think the best practice is to put the stone in the oven when you first turn it on, let the oven heat up to the desired temperature, and let the stone continue to heat up for another 10 to 15 minutes before you put your pizza on it. That’s what always works for me, and I see no reason to advise otherwise. 
 
      Why am I advising you to take this approach, instead of following the advice of others? Well, for one thing, keeping an oven heated up to 450º+  for an extended period of time, when it isn't really necessary, is a great way to drive your utility bill through the roof and shorten the life span of your oven, if you do it on a regular basis. Secondly, as I've implied already, I believe that this practice is simply overdoing it. I've conducted experiments myself to verify that my stone has actually reached a high temperature, and I have seen with my own eyes that it really does heat up to where I want it to be in a much shorter amount of time than the half-hour to an hour that I've heard recommended by others. 
 
      But most importantly, I have good reason to believe that this idea is simply misguided, practiced by those who have never worked with pizza professionally. This misunderstanding comes from the idea that in real pizzerias, the pizzas cook directly on the oven floor for the whole duration of the cooking process, and this is simply incorrect in most cases. The only pizzerias where this practice takes place are those that operate at extremely high temperatures, with coal or wood fired ovens- totally different from the gas ovens that over 90% of all pizzerias today use. Depending on the temperature of the oven, the pizzas will stay in the oven for anywhere from 10 to 15 minutes before they're finished, in the gas fired ovens that far more closely resemble the one you’ll most likely be using at home. It is only in the last 30 to 60 seconds in most cases that the pizzas are taken off the screens and placed directly on the oven floor to achieve the crispness that this process imparts. If the pizzas were cooked directly on the oven floor for that entire time, their crusts would be far harder and more brittle than what would be desired, for anyone who doesn't have an indestructible set of teeth, unless the starting dough was unusually wet. Don't believe me? The next time you go to a pizzeria that uses a gas oven, get as close as possible to the oven and watch what the guys and gals working the oven do. You'll see for yourself that they attenuate the pizzas' time in the oven very carefully, and only place them directly on the oven floor at the end of the cooking process. All that having been said, I must admit that there actually are a handful of places here and there that do cook their pizzas directly on the oven floor for the entirety of the cooking process. But this is a very rare occurrence, where those other types of ovens are in use, and still doesn’t reflect on the way you’ll be cooking your pizzas at home. 
 
      And, finally, I believe that the misunderstanding also comes from an inappropriate comparison between a baking stone and a stone-floor oven. With the latter type, the  floor of the oven actually does take quite a bit of time to fully heat up because the surface is much larger and thicker, and the volume of air inside the oven that needs to be heated is also much larger. With a baking stone, the surface is nowhere near as thick or as large, it isn’t made from exactly the same material, and it's inside an air cavity which can usually heat up to the maximum temperature within 15 minutes or so, and it's also completely surrounded by ambient heat. For all of these reasons, I urge you to use common sense and pay attention to your results when using your stone. But by all means, take in whatever information you deem necessary to arrive at your own best practice. Enough said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    #3: Perforated Pizza Pan. 
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      Another well-worn tool that’s given me years of service. This is a pretty inexpensive tool, it's easy to find, and you may find that you actually like the pizzas you make with it better than those you can make with a baking stone. It allows for air flow from beneath during baking, which results in an airy crust that's less crispy than what a baking stone generally produces. Personally, I have one of each, and I use them both, on and off, depending on what kind of crust I'm in the mood for. Certain kinds of pizza (to my palate at least) taste better with one style of crust than the other, and I love being able to create a pizza with a crust that accommodates the toppings. If you prefer a crust that's more chewy and airy than crispy, you might just want to start out using this tool before you experiment with a baking stone. As with any tool, the most important thing to know about it is when to use it, and how. There's only one way to see what this does for you pizzas, and that's to get one for yourself and try it out. Once you do, I think you'll find that you want to have one, at least as an alternative to the baking stone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    #4: Peel. 
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      This is one of those tools that’s used more for handling pizza than actually making it, but it’s one you’ll never want to be without once you have one. 
 
    They come in a wide variety of materials, from bamboo to stainless steel, and the prices range a lot, too. You can buy one for under $20 that will do the job just fine, but you may have to shop online for one. My stepfather made me one out of wood for a Christmas present, and I’ve used it on a constant basis since that day. Quite possibly the best Christmas present I ever got! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    #5: Mixer. 
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      Here's where the word “optional” comes into play in this section. There are probably some cooks and bakers who swear that you cannot make a good pizza dough without using one of these, but I'm definitely not one of them. That having been said, if you own one, or are planning on obtaining one, there's no reason why you shouldn't play around with it and see if you like the dough it produces better than the dough you make by hand. And if you have issues with pain in your hands, you may prefer to use one of these, although I will show you ways of making dough with no kneading involved. Look at this as investment that may be necessary for other processes, but not necessarily for making pizza. One other thing you may want to use it for, other than making dough, is making sauces. If you don't own a food processor, one of these will work fine for some sauces. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 6: Food Processor. 
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      You may already own one of these. If you don't, there are plenty of recipes you can make without one. If you choose to buy one, there's no reason why you need to spend a lot of money on one for the recipes you'll be making in this book. Even a blender will serve as a reasonable substitute in some cases. The main reason I suggest using one is for making sauces. While simple sauces don't necessarily require the use of a food processor, there are times when you'll want to obtain a smoothness of consistency that may be difficult to produce by hand. Of course, there are endless uses outside the world of pizza that make a food processor a highly desirable item, so if you really want one, by all means get it. And if you only need to make simple sauces, in relatively small batches, an immersion blender (a.k.a. “stick blender”) will work just as well in most cases. These usually only cost $20 to $30 for a perfectly good one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 7: Pizza Cutter (rolling type). 
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     You may find this shocking to hear, but although I do own one, I have never found them necessary. Some people might find it to be an indispensable tool, but not me. I'm just fine using a chef's knife, and I don't care to have any more tools to maintain and make space for than what I have to. If you really feel that you need one of these to complete the pizza addict lifestyle, go right ahead. You're the one making your pizzas, so choose whatever tools you like. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 8: Pizza Cutter (rocking type, a.k.a. Mezzaluna). 
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      You won't find many home kitchens equipped with one of these, but they're definitely a tool you might want to consider owning. Personally, I prefer them over the rolling type, but I don't find either of them to be really necessary. The advantages of this type over the other are that it has no moving parts to wear out and break, and that it's easier to ensure a straight cut when using both hands instead of just one. The disadvantages are that it takes up more space, and it's more expensive. Again, I find that a good, long chef's knife is all I really need. But that's just me. I'm a minimalist, and you may not be. Go with whatever tools you like. Incidentally, the name ‘mezzaluna’ is Italian for ‘half moon’- the shape of the tool. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 9: Dough Docker.   
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      Of all the tools listed here, this one is very possibly the most debatable, in terms of it's necessity. It's purpose might not be apparent at a glance to the uninitiated. It's used to prevent air pockets from forming in pizza dough while it's baking, by creating little impressions in the dough that help to keep it relatively flattened. There are some pizza chefs who swear that it's an essential tool of the trade, and there are some who claim they have no need for it at all. Personally, I tend to align myself with the latter category, but there are some instances where I like to have it around. In the restaurant world, I've encountered it here and there, but it's not as common a tool as others. Ultimately, your choice of whether or not to use it will depend largely on what recipe you use for your dough, and how you roll it out. If you prefer a dough that's light and airy, and you roll it out by hand, you might find that your dough is prone to developing large air pockets as it bakes. In that case, you might find it highly desirable to have one. If you prefer a dough with a bit more density, and you roll your dough out aggressively, you might find that air pockets rarely occur, and that you don't need one of these tools. It's a matter of taste, and you might not really know if you have a need for one of these tools in your kitchen until you settle on a dough recipe (meaning not only what goes into the dough, but how you roll it out). For now, I'd say there's really no need to rush out and get one if you don't already have one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 10: Deep Dish Pizza Pan. 
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     If you love deep dish pizza, and you want to make some, this is a tool you definitely need. You can buy an expensive cast-iron pan of this type if you want, and there are purists who claim that you cannot make an authentic Chicago-style deep dish pizza without one. But you can definitely experiment with pans of a less expensive variety and see what kind of pizza you can make with it. If you're not into this style of pizza, then obviously you don't need to own one of these. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 11: Rolling Pin. 
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     If you do any baking at all, there's a pretty good chance you already have one of these in your kitchen. If you don't, you can get by just fine for most of the dough recipes in this book. But then again, if you're a fanatical purist of pizza dough, the mere mention of one of these might just be enough to make you demand your money back for this book. If you don't know what I'm talking about, let me just tell you that there are people who believe so strongly in the rules of pizza-making in the original Neapolitan tradition that they consider using any tools other than the pizzaiolo's hands to be sacrilege. If you want to look more deeply into this subject, look up the Vera Pizza Napoletana. They're an Italian organization with some very strict rules about how pizza should be made. I'm not here to disrespect them in any way. They know what they're doing with pizza as well anyone on Earth.  But in your own kitchen, you can make your pizza any way you want. With certain dough recipes, you may want to use a rolling pin to get a dough with consistent thickness, and to save stress on your hands. Personally, I strongly advocate using your hands to shape your dough as much as possible and only use a rolling pin if you feel it’s really necessary, to preserve that hand-made quality as much as possible, but it’s your call. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 12: Charcoal Grill 
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      If you've ever been to a pizzeria that makes their pizzas in a coal-fired oven (and only people who live within a handful of areas in the United States, or have visited them, even know that they exist), then you know that pizza cooked this way has a certain delectable smokiness and a pleasant char that other methods of cooking just can't quite replicate. You can also use a gas-fired grill to get a nicely grilled crust, but you won't get that smokiness from the charcoal that really sets it apart from other pizzas. You can also experiment with different types of wood chips that you can throw on the coals to help give the pizza even more flavor and aroma. On a historical note, the first pizzerias in America used ovens that used coke or coal, and this is a very significant point, in my opinion. Today, we might tend to think of pizzas finished on a grill as a little exotic or experimental, but if you want to get some idea of what the first pizzas made in America tasted like, this is actually not a bad place to start. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 13: Wood-fired Pizza Oven. 
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      Okay, this is something that you'd have to be a pretty fanatical pizza lover to invest in... and if you are, more power to you! At the time of writing this book, I do not own one of these myself, but I definitely want to at some point in time. If you've been to a lot of pizzerias in your time, chances are pretty good that you've had pizza made in an oven of this type. And if you haven't yet, you need to. This is how the original Italian pizzas were, and still are, made. Pizzas made in this way are quite different than those made in a gas-fired or electric oven, and are very addictive. Having had quite a bit of experience making pizzas in this type of oven in the restaurant world, I know from experience that they can cook a pizza really fast- like ninety seconds fast, believe it or not. I know this is something you're probably not going to rush out and buy any time soon. But if you're really interested in owning one, you can take some comfort in knowing that you can actually build one yourself, or have one built, for a price that's probably lower than you think. A little impractical, maybe, but a pizzaiolo can dream, right? 
 
      
 
      In your continuing mission as a pizzaiolo, you may find that there are tools I haven't mentioned here that you feel to be essential to your own processes. And if you feel like tinkering and crafting your own tools, that's great. In writing this section, I haven't tried to list every tool that you could possibly need in all circumstances, only those that I think are necessary for the basics of the process, or worth considering. Ultimately, the arsenal of pizza-making tools you put together is limited only by your budget, imagination, and dedication (or should I say addiction?) to the craft. Now that you've gotten a pretty good idea of the tools you need to get started on your pizza odyssey, it's time to move on to discussing the means of cooking pizza. 
 
      
 
    Baking Methods 
 
      
 
      To be honest, when I first started writing this book, I had actually planned on including this chapter much further into the body of the text, after the chapters on ingredients and recipes. But after I finished writing the chapter on dough, it became obvious to me that it made no sense not to address this subject first, because everything else you do after you read this information will be influenced by your choice of baking methods. When I say “baking methods”, I'm mostly talking about the type of surface your pizzas will be baked on, and your choice of baking temperature. And I'm also talking about whatever other ways of baking (or “cooking”, whichever term you prefer) that you deem appropriate, such as grilling or baking in a wood-fired oven, if you have access to one. 
 
      Okay, so you've undoubtedly baked a pizza or two before you started reading this book, right? That may have entailed nothing more than frozen pizzas, or perhaps you have a few homemade creations under your belt already. In any case, you're certainly aware that there are good ways and bad ways of baking pizza, and that any pizza is only as good as the cooking skills of the person who actually finishes the job. You may or may not have made pizza from scratch yet, but you have at least some idea how to bake the pizzas you like, whether they're your own, or ones you buy from the store. If you cook with any regularity at all, you're most likely a creature of habit when it comes to cooking, and that's fine. Cooking is, after all, a process of repeating practices that result (hopefully) in meals that you like to eat. 
 
      If you're still making your pizzas out of a box from the freezer, you may be thinking that all you've ever really done is take someone else's product and follow their directions regarding how to cook it- and if that's all you've ever done, I'm not here to judge you for that. Even doing just that takes more effort than some people can muster up, and obviously, you wouldn't be reading this book if you weren't interested in improving your pizza-making experience at home. But I'll bet that if you think about it, you've probably been tweaking that favorite frozen pizza you buy to taste how you like it, whether that means adding some more toppings, or baking it a little longer so it's well-done, or maybe baking it on a special surface of some sort...something that gives it that special character that activates your own unique flavor receptors. Whatever it is that you do, you've already taken the first simple steps towards becoming a pizzaiolo in your own right, and things can only get better from here. 
 
      So what's the next step? We could move right on to more advanced topics of the pizziolo's trade if we wanted to. But before we do that, I think we should probably cover something a little more fundamental, something that concerns cooking in general. I could choose any number of terms to denote what I'm talking about, but it's really only necessary to use a single word: heat. Yes, I know...you're already aware that heat is involved in cooking food, or else we wouldn't use the word cooking, right? And you know that an oven is used for making pizzas, too, so where am I going with this? Before you go and skip past this chapter, I'd like you to take a little time with me to consider all of the different aspects of heat that concern the making of pizza that you may not have previously been aware of.  If you think that you really aren't learning anything you didn't already know from this chapter, there's nothing stopping you from moving on. But just stay with me, if you would, and read on, just a little longer. 
 
      I'm not going to get overly geek or didactic here, I promise. I'm not going to bore you with technical terms you don't really need to know. I'm just going to talk about what happens in an oven when you turn it on, and how you can control that process to create the desired end product: delicious pizza. We're also going to touch briefly on why the pizzas you make at home are different from the ones you buy at pizzerias, and how you can take full advantage of your oven at home to make pizza that's actually better than what you can get at most pizzerias (yes, really). Was that last sentence enough to keep you reading this section? Good. 
 
      In the section on required and optional equipment, I made mention of baking stones and perforated pizza pans. You may already have one or both of these, and if you do, I hope you're using them to full advantage. If you have yet to pick up either of these items, I strongly urge you to pick up one or the other (neither one of them is a big investment) and start using it, even if you're not at the point of making pizzas from scratch yet. Even if you're still making frozen pizzas, you'll notice at least some subtle difference in the finished product from using either one of these tools, I assure you- or at least you will if you're buying half-way decent pizzas, and not the cheapest ones at the store. Actually, experiencing the difference that the proper cookware can make even on store-bought pizzas can be enough to inspire you to venture on to more involved culinary explorations if you haven't done so yet. So one way or another, having the right kind of equipment is essential to bring out the best in your food, and it doesn't have to be an expensive investment. 
 
      Okay, so now that you've listened to my little lecture on cookware, where am I going with all this? Well, since it's pretty fair to assume that you probably have a standard gas or electric oven in your kitchen, I'd say it's time to discuss heat dynamics briefly, and how you can utilize your oven and the rest of your cookware to best advantage when you make pizza. 
 
      
 
    “Heat Rises, Right?” 
 
      Yes, it does, of course. That's because heat is a form of energy, and energy moves. And now that we've gotten that little principle out on the table, we can proceed from there without further ado, because that's about the only thing I have to lay on you in scientific terms, and those weren't even really very scientific terms, were they? See- I promised I wasn't going to geek out on you and I didn't, right? 
 
      So heat rises, so what? Well, if you're oven is like most ovens, it has several racks at various heights, and a broiler at the top. This means that when you bake a pizza (or anything else), it's always going to be at a certain level, and the characteristics it has when it's finished will be largely determined by this fact. Of course, the temperature at which the pizza is baked is also a very large factor. Everything matters in the act of making a pizza, but the cooking process is really where the rubber meets the road. You can have the ultimate dough, topped with the most mouth-watering ingredients money can buy, and still fail to get the pizza you want by not cooking it properly. But that's not to say that it's a hard thing to do correctly, of course. This is cooking, not rocket science. The key here is to trust your senses, but don't forget that you can screw up if you don't pay attention to what you're doing. 
 
      So where were we? Oh, yeah- heat. You know that dial on your oven that sets the temperature? If you don't cook all that often, there's an excellent chance that you've never moved that dial past 375°or 400°, and that's fine for most cooking. But this, my friend, is pizza we're talking about here, and most pizzas require serious heat to reach their peak of flavor, or at least as much heat as you're willing to pay for. In the average pizzeria, gas ovens are the tool of choice, and they generally cook at around 550°or slightly lower-right around the same temperature you can achieve in your own oven at home, believe it or not. In fact, my own oven (which is actually a plain old gas unit with very little in the way of special features) does go all the way up to 530°, which surprised me when I first found out. And speaking as a guy who's spent way too much of my adult life making pizzas for a living, I can say with certainty that when it comes to making high-quality pizzas, the industry standard gas ovens that are used in most pizzerias have absolutely nothing in the way of an advantage over basic domestic ovens the likes of which you will be using. I'm not kidding- at least not when you really know how to maximize the use of your oven, and you’re only making one or two pizzas at a time. So while we're dealing with temperature levels that you might find a little intimidating at first, remember that when you master the art of hitting the perfect temperature range for your pizzas, you will have accomplished something that most professional pizzaioli can't do any better than you can, even with ovens that cost literally dozens what your humble household specimen did. 
 
      But as I was starting to say, heat isn't everything. It's the way you channel the heat you have available to you that will really determine the quality of your pizzas. And this is where the right equipment really comes into play, as well as a proper cooking regimen. Every pizza you make will be slightly different, and accordingly, it will have it's own special requirements. All pizzas need their own special equipment, and they need to be baked at their ideal temperature. All I can do is lead the way. Your oven is not my oven, and you will have to experiment for a little while to find out what works best for you. But I feel quite confident in telling you that what works well for me should work well for you, too. And you could actually nail down a great process the first time you try. 
 
      Now, of course, with each of the crust recipes I've given, I've outlined specific cooking regimens for those different styles of crust. And if all you ever did was stick to those recipes and they worked just fine for you, that's great. But it's still necessary to discuss the overall principles of oven dynamics because at some point in time, you may (I hope) find yourself wanting to experiment with your own crust recipes, and when you're at that point, you will need to know how to handle those recipes with respect to heat. I could use the term 'crust' in a generic sense to discuss any sort of mixture of flour and liquid that's used as a platform for pizza toppings- and when it comes right down to it, that's about all I can really do because I will never know what you choose to do on your own after reading this book. But ultimately, all crusts share certain characteristics, and they all get baked in an oven of some sort. And as I said before, this is the stage in the process where your pizzas really come into being in their final form, and all your work either pays off or disappoints. 
 
      So what does all this mean for you? It means that you probably need to get to know your oven better than you did before, and it also means that you need to know what's really going on with your pizzas when they cook. I could just say that your pizza cooks (or bakes, whichever you prefer) in the oven and leave it at that. But of course we know that the situation is a bit more complicated than that. Your pizzas consist of numerous components, but the crust is really the foundation of the whole thing, and it is what you really need to pay the most attention to in the oven. 
 
       When a pizza crust bakes, it obviously bakes on the inside and the outside, and the degree to which there is an 'outside' and an 'inside' depends mostly on it's moisture content. On the outside, the crust gets crispier-or even downright crunchy, (at least to a certain degree, depending on various factors) and darkens. On the inside, the moisture that is bound within the matrix of flour and water expands in response to the heat, and this causes the crust to rise, and the degree to which it rises is almost directly proportional to the balance of water to flour. Dough mixtures that are composed of very little water, or those that incorporate some amount of shortening or lard, will not rise much at all, and will attain a very crispy character throughout, with there being very little discernible difference between the inside and the outside. Those that have a relatively high amount of water will expand a lot, and make for a soft and airy finished crust, which will not get very crispy on the outside unless they're cooked for a relatively long time at a high heat. 
 
      All of these variables take shape naturally, but they are all open to various degrees of attenuation, and your mission- if you choose to accept it- is to find the perfect cooking regimen to achieve exactly the character of crust you desire with a given recipe. This might sound a bit daunting at first, but it's not really all that difficult, and it won't take all that much time, either. 
 
       The first thing you need to do is really just to identify in your mind what your ideal pizza crust is like. Do you like yours chewy or crispy? Thin or thick? Well done or doughy? Yeasty or mellow? Seasoned or unseasoned? Have you ever had a crust that you thought was perfect, or are you still searching for it? No matter what the case, I assure you that if you are capable of reading this book and putting the recipes and techniques contained in it into practice, you are perfectly capable of creating pizza crust that fulfills your desires. In fact, if you take the time to really delve deeply into the pizzaiolo's craft, you will probably zero in on more than one great crust recipe and make it a part of your permanent pizza recipe portfolio, whether it's straight out of this book, or straight out of your own mind. And it might not even take very long at all. But no matter what, we need to start with the end of the process in mind, and that's why we're here. 
 
      “Enough Talk- Get Cooking!” 
 
      Alright- I know you may be thinking that I've subjected you to a very lengthy stretch of text up to this point, but it really has all been leading up to some important stuff. So what now? I think it's time to get down to the business of detailing exactly how to cook a pizza. So by “get cooking”, I guess I really mean “get to the point”! Sound good? Okay, here we go. 
 
      As I said earlier in this chapter, each pizza (or style of pizza) will have it's own set of needs, and your job is to provide for those needs. This involves setting an appropriate temperature, choosing the right cookware, monitoring the cooking process, and deciding when your pizza is ready to come out of the oven. None of those things are complicated, are they? No, not really. But there isn't necessarily any one right choice for any of these variables, is there? Not always. This is where experimentation comes in. 
 
      So what's the first thing to experiment with? If you have obtained either a baking stone or a perforated baking pan, or both, I'd say that's where you should start, if you haven't already. What I want you to start doing right away is to use whichever kind of pizza-specific cookware you have on hand and start using it religiously every time you make a pizza. If you have both, I want you to alternate between the two and observe the difference in the finished product. I also want you to develop a definite cooking regimen for each type of cookware, based on the characteristics you seek in your pizzas and the way your cookware behaves. And I want you to start paying very close attention to the behavior of your oven. Does your oven have hot and cold spots, or does it seem to have a hard time reaching high temperatures? Does it seem to cook too fast, or too slow? Do you think you can trust the temperature setting on your oven, or does the temperature seem to fluctuate a lot? These are all questions that you'll have to answer for yourself, but it shouldn't take long to do so.Butnow, on to the experiments. 
 
      
 
    Experiment #1 
 
      What I want you to do now is skip ahead (for the moment) and whip up a batch of the basic pizza dough with the recipe I give you on the first page of the next chapter. Then when it's ready, I want you to place your pizza stone in the oven (on either the bottom rack or between the middle and the bottom), get it fired up to 500°, and let the stone heat up for at least ten minutes after the oven has finished preheating. Also, I want you to place your perforated pizza pan on the next rack up.  In the meantime, I want you to get two skins shaped and ready (it’s okay to just use a roller for now, if you’re not quite ready to delve into the process of hand-shaping your dough). You could even take just one dough ball and cut it in half, and make two skins out of that one dough. It doesn’t matter how big the crust is, because we’re basically experimenting just to see the difference in the finished crusts between the one made on the stone and the one made on the pan. 
 
      Okay, now that you’ve got the skins ready, top them lightly with just a little olive oil and a touch of seasoning, and maybe a sprinkling of cheese. Once the oven and the baking stone are ready, place both skins in the oven at the same time, one on the stone and one on the pan. Let the skins bake for four minutes, then open the oven door and give each of them a half-turn, to ensure even cooking. At this point, you should see that each skin has attained a light golden-color, and at least some rise in height. Now check them at eight minutes. At this time, they should both have a darker color and a crispy body, and their outer perimeters should have risen by around half an inch. If you’re satisfied that the skins have reached the point described, turn on the broiler in the oven. Now place both skins (or crusts) on the top rack of the oven and let them sit under the broiler for between thirty and sixty seconds, until they darken and get a little bit crispier. But don’t let them get too dark and crispy, unless you just like them that way. You want to gauge the quality of crust you get from this process, and it’s difficult to assess delicate qualities if the crust is overcooked and too crispy. 
 
      Now, for the final step in the experiment. Place each crust on a cutting board, or whatever surface you intend to cut them on. Cut each pizza in half and observe the difference between each, both inside and outside. Look at the difference in aeration, and in the color of the crust, and feel the difference in the body of each crust. What you’ll probably see is that the one cooked on the stone is crispier, and the one cooked on the perforated pan has risen a little bit more. Let the pizzas cool for at least three minutes, then (finally) take a bite out of each pizza, and compare. 
 
      Well…what do you think? Are you starting to get an idea of which baking method gives you the kind of pizza you like better? Or do you think you need to keep playing around for a while before you come to any conclusions? Either way, it’s a learning experience, and you’re well on your way to nailing down your own special style of pizza that you’ll be happy to make, especially since you know you can make it pretty much any time, with very little in the way of special preparations. 
 
      Okay, that about does it for that first experiment. Now on to the next. 
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    Two skins in the oven, one on a baking stone and one on perforated pizza pan. This should be interesting…if you’re a total pizza geek. 
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    The finished skins. The one on the left was baked on the perforated pan, and the other was baked on the stone. The result was a bit of a surprise to me. As you can see, the one baked on the perforated pan was clearly darker. What you can’t see from this picture is that the texture was exactly what you’d expect from the picture as well. The moral of the story: at least in my oven, the position of the skins in the oven seemed to have at least as much impact on how they cooked as the surface they were cooked on. Good to know. 
 
    Experiment #2 
 
      So now that you’ve at least started to zero in on your preferred choice of cookware, it’s time to start mapping out your ideal oven spots for making pizza. For this cooking adventure, I don’t want you to use any kind of special cookware at all, because I want you to try to gauge the spots in your oven that have the most ideal heat, without any large cooking surface influencing the process. In the future, you can go back to using whatever kind of cookware you choose. But for now, we want your oven to be as open as possible. 
 
      The first thing I want you to do is get a batch (or a half-batch) of basic pizza dough ready, then divide the whole batch up into eight (or four) mini-skins, depending on just how geeky you want to get here. Then top them with just a touch of oil, as before. I know…I’m asking you to go to rather extreme lengths for this one. That’s where the words ‘obsession’ and ‘addict’ come into play. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I wasn’t sure that you were as fanatical about perfecting your pizzas as I am. This is an experiment that should really help you to make your best pizzas in the future, so the expense of time, effort, and money is well worth it, trust me. And besides, you need to stay in the habit of regularly cranking out batches of dough if you really want to keep your pizza fix coming, so you might as well start getting used to your dough-making workout now. 
 
      The first thing I want you to do, after you’ve gotten your skins ready to go and your oven preheated to around the usual 500°, is to do what is called ‘par baking’ the skins. That is to say, I want you to get the skins started in the oven on any kind of surface at all in the way of a pan, just for the first ninety seconds or so- just long enough so that they start to firm up enough so that they aren’t soggy. Then I want you to take them off the pan(s) and place them directly on the oven racks, in different locations. Put one in each different location, as far apart as possible, ideally. In your mind, I want you to create a system of some sort to remember where each crust was in the oven. Take a picture with your phone at the beginning and at the end, if that's what you need to do. Or spell out a number on each crust with sauce, and arrange them in a clockwise numerical order, if that works. I'm using a somewhat silly example there, but do whatever you need to do. What I want you to do now is to let the crusts cook until there is at least one that’s cooked exactly the way you want it, no matter what’s happening with any of the others. Once that one crust is done to your liking, take them all out of the oven. As you’re doing so, take note of where each crust was in the oven, so that when you try each of them, you’ll have a clear idea in your mind of the effect each oven area had on the finished product. 
 
      What’s next? Try them, of course. What do you notice? Are there any noticeable differences in flavor or body between crusts made in different areas of the oven? Are some more well-done than others? Do any of them have spots that are still undercooked? Are some burnt and overly crispy? Are there visible differences in color? Pay attention to any aspects of the crusts that are important to you, and map out in your mind what area or areas in your oven imparted the most desirable characteristics. 
 
      What I believe is most likely to happen here is that your most evenly cooked pizzas will be the ones that were placed as closely as possible to the center of the oven, at least in terms of their horizontal position. If this is not the case, you need to remember in the future that your oven has an imperfect heat radiation pattern, and place your pizzas in your oven accordingly. As far as their vertical position, you might find that the pizzas that are the most well-done on the top are those that are on the highest rack, and that those with the crispiest crusts might be the ones closest to the bottom of the oven, although even this can vary. 
 
      Remember, though, that not all ovens behave exactly the same way, and that they have different means of heat propagation. As a result, what holds true for pizza in one type of oven won't necessarily be so for the other type, and the only way you'll find out the intricacies of cooking pizza in your oven is to simply get down to business with the process and observe the results. Electric ovens generally produce their heat by means of a heating coil at the bottom of the oven, right inside the oven cavity itself, whereas gas ovens typically utilize a heating element which resides underneath the oven cavity.  There is also a difference in the amount of humidity between the two types. Gas ovens are reputed to introduce more moisture into the oven cavity, owing to the nature of their operating system, and this can sometimes make for a little bit of difficulty in achieving a properly browned surface on some types of food. All of these factors can mean that there are some observable differences between pizzas made in one type of oven vs. the other, particularly regarding the crust. There are numerous other differences between the two types of ovens, and I have no intention of delving into a lengthy exploration of this topic in any way that doesn't directly pertain to cooking pizza. My intention here is simply to remind you of the ways your oven's design affects the potential finished quality of your pizzas. 
 
      Having said all that, I would like to point out that, as daunting a task as you might think right now, conquering your oven and fine-tuning it for the purpose of making great pizzas need not be all that difficult. What's important is to not rush the process, pay close attention to everything you do, and make sure you're using your cookware to full advantage. 
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       Four skins in various positions. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The same four skins after baking. The ones in the back were baked on top, and the ones in front were baked on the bottom. The ones baked on top were definitely airier, especially the one in the rear left corner, which was practically one big air pocket. The ones baked on the bottom were still airy, but quite a bit crispier, and way darker on the bottom. 
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    The undersides of two crusts, the one on the left having been baked at the bottom, and the one on the right having been baked at the top. Wow, what a difference! 
 
      
 
      But now what? Believe it or not, that’s about all you really need to do in order to get familiar enough with your oven to start making pizzas. From here on out, the trial and error process involved with perfecting your pizzas is going to be a slow and steady journey, with each pizza being a new learning experience. Eventually, you will get confident enough to just throw a pizza in the oven, walk away, and come back to take it out when you know it’s done. No stress, no fuss, no worrying about whether your pizza is going to come out right. You’ll just know that it will, and it will be a great feeling. 
 
      Thus far, I’ve only had you use one crust recipe, and if you’re feeling a little uncertain about whether or not every other style of crust will be as easy to master, I’m here to tell you that you need not worry about it at all. Pizza is pizza. It comes in a variety of different styles, but it only varies so much, and there’s nothing about it that you can’t learn and master in your own kitchen. Just take the journey one pizza at a time, enjoy the results, and keep on learning. Even if you occasionally overcook a pizza or screw it up some other way, there’s always something to be learned. In fact, it’s pretty much impossible to learn how to get really good at this pizza mastery thing without making mistakes- maybe even lots of them. And to be totally honest, I’ve never even once made a pizza that wasn’t worth eating, if that tells you anything. Sure, I’ve had difficulty on occasion with a batch of dough being difficult to work with- so much so that there have been at least a couple of times when I’ve thrown a batch of dough right in the garbage because it was simply useless. But that’s been a pretty long time, way back when I was really just starting on experimenting with my own recipes, and every mistake I made was a sure step forward in the right direction. All I had to do was tweak the process one parameter at a time, pay attention to the results, and factor the results of each new pizza into my plan for the next one. And if you follow the right game plan, it will be just the same way for you, I guarantee it. If I can do it, so can you. 
 
       So to summarize this chapter, I’d like to just reiterate a few key ideas, and clarify a few points that may not yet be clear for you. So here they are: 
 
      
 
    *No two ovens are exactly alike, even if they are both of the same basic design. They may not vary all that much, but the differences can be very important. If you need to, do some research into the exact model of oven you own, and find out if there are any important performance factors that may affect how you cook your pizzas. For instance, there are some ovens on the market that actually allow you to utilize both the main heating element and the broiler at the same time, which could make for some very interesting possibilities to play around with. The key is to really get to know your oven. This is what professional pizzaioli do, and you should do the same thing if you really want your pizzas to be the best they can. 
 
    *A great pizza is one that has been cooked evenly. It is standard pizzeria practice to rotate a pizza at least once during the cooking process, to make sure that it cooks evenly, and this is a practice that should be utilized in your kitchen as well. Even if you believe that your oven has perfectly even heat distribution, it is always a good idea to do everything you can to make sure your pizzas cook evenly. 
 
    * Heat distribution is a concern both vertically and horizontally. Placing your pizzas with equal distance from the side walls is best practice, but remember that heat rises. Placing your pizzas on the bottom rack, just above the heating element, might cause them to cook too quickly on the bottom, causing the crust to cook too quickly, before all of the toppings are done, and resulting in a finished pizza that is burnt and hard to eat. Similarly, placing a pizza on the top rack, where the heat can be the most concentrated, can cause the toppings to cook too quickly, before the crust has reached it’s optimal state. Balance is key. Finishing your pizzas under the broiler is a great technique, one that I utilize regularly, but you want them to be where the heat distribution is the most balanced up to that point. 
 
    * Those racks in your oven are there for a good reason. I know I’ve already made the point that heat rises, but you should also remember that there’s nothing wrong with starting your pizzas on the bottom rack and moving them upward as the cooking process progresses. There is nothing sacred about any cooking regimen unless you say so. You’re the one making your pizzas, and you will know best what works best in your oven. I’ve cooked pizzas in all sorts of ovens in my career in the restaurant world, and at home. In fact, the only kind that I haven’t had the pleasure of using is the coal-fired variety (unfortunately). So I can say from my own professional and personal experience that each type presents it’s own challenges and opportunities. If you’ve gotten to a point where you know your oven (and your pizzas) well enough that you feel compelled to defy standard wisdom, don’t hesitate to take risks with your cooking regimen. Do whatever you think might help to perfect your pizzas. You could even start your pizzas high up in the oven and then move them lower, if that’s what strikes your fancy. It’s all up to you. 
 
    * Remember, also, that each type of crust is different, and that what works well for one type won’t necessarily work well for another. As you progress through this book, you’ll become acquainted with a variety of different recipes and styles of pizza, and you’ll find that they all have their own special needs. I had you start your experiments with one of the simpler styles of crust that didn’t require a specific type of cookware so that you could observe the effect of your oven’s heat distribution directly on the pizza, with little to nothing in the way of cookware to deflect or absorb the heat. With other types of crust, the cookware itself is every bit as influential as the oven. There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to making pizzas, just fundamentals and best practices per style. 
 
    * Just as every style of crust has it’s own special characteristics, so does every ingredient that goes into pizza dough. There are times when a certain type of flour, or some other ingredient, or just the overall flour-to-water balance of the dough’s formulation, will have a major influential factor on the quality of the finished crust- so much so that you might mistakenly attribute what you’re experiencing to the oven, instead of some other factor. This is especially true for ingredients like corn meal or semolina flour, which will help your crust attain a crispier body, no matter what type of oven, cookware, or cooking regimen you use. Likewise with water- if you make a dough that is heavy with moisture, the finished crust will most likely have a much airier and thicker body than one made with less water, regardless of all the other factors involved. The point I’m making here is that whenever you find yourself with a pizza who’s attributes fall outside of your expectations or experience- good or bad- you should always take as close a look at your dough formulation as you do at any factor involved in the cooking process, and don’t be too quick to chalk it all up to the oven. Dough formulation is a topic we’ll explore in much greater depth in the following chapter, but for the moment, just keep in mind the ideas we’ve just covered. 
 
    * In case I didn’t quite make the point clear already, the baking process is just one step in the whole chain of events that contributes to the finished pizza’s overall character. The fermentation process of your dough is essentially what primes it for baking. If your dough has problems like flabby body, improper rising, poor flavor, etc., there’s no reason to expect those issues to magically disappear once the dough goes into the oven. So pay attention to your dough and treat it like the work of art it is. Once you get your practices nailed down and you’re getting great dough every time, you’ll have a better handle on the whole pizza-making process.  Pick one style of dough that appeals to you to start with, keep working at getting that dough as good as you can make it, and keep your baking practices consistent- or at least don’t make big changes all at once. Experimentation is fine, but it’s critically important to realize that it doesn’t pay to jump to conclusions, or to jump around from one approach to another when you haven’t yet nailed down the fundamentals. If you keep changing things up, you’ll never really know for sure what works and what doesn’t. 
 
    * As I’ve already stated (not too many times, I hope), your cookware is your best friend when you’re making pizza, just as with cooking anything else. Use it to full advantage, take good care of it, and you’ll be rewarded with great pizza. But also know when to use what kind of cookware. If you’re going for a crispy, thin crust pizza, it’s best to use a baking stone or a perforated baking pan, instead of a sheet pan. If you’re going for a Chicago-style deep dish pizza, don’t even think about using anything other than a pan which is designed specifically for that purpose. You get the idea. 
 
      So I guess that pretty much wraps that chapter up. I hope it didn't feel like a slog, or much ado about nothing. With many types of food, the words 'preheat the oven to 350º and cook until done' more or less sums it up, but with pizza, a more detailed and nuanced regimen is always in order. I can think of no other type of food besides pizza where oven dynamics and precise techniques are more relevant, and that was the main idea I hope I've managed to communicate in this chapter. 
 
      And now that I've held you captive for what I hope was an informative chapter, what's next? You guessed it- it's high time to get down to business with the pizza-making. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dough 
 
      
 
      This could be a rather lengthy chapter if I chose to cover all the subtopics that fall under this umbrella, and if I spent a long time discussing advanced topics of baking, and in fact, it actually is. But for the sake of efficiency, and to reassure you that this process does not need to be overly time-consuming, I have laid this information out in such a manner that, if desired, you can read only the most critical stuff first and get going without diving into the geeky stuff unless you really want to. In fact, if you want to throw together a batch of pizza dough right this minute, go to your kitchen and gather these ingredients, if you have them: 
 
    4 cups all-purpose flour (or bread flour if you have some) 
 
    ½ tsp active baker’s yeast or 1 package rapid rise yeast 
 
    2 tsp. salt ( I use sea salt, but you can use regular iodized salt or kosher salt) 
 
    2 tsp. olive oil 
 
    1 ½ cups lukewarm water (plus 2 Tbsp. if you’re not going to knead) 
 
      
 
      Now that you have all of these ingredients, mix the dry ingredients together first, and then add the water and olive oil.  Am I now going to tell you to mix the ingredients thoroughly and then knead the dough by hand for fifteen minutes? I could, and you'd definitely get a very good dough with that process and those ingredients; but in reality, you don't even have to do that. Just mix those ingredients together well enough that there's no dry flour left in the bowl, cover the bowl with a towel, and that's it. I'm not kidding, that's really all you need to do, at least for now. When the dough has doubled in size, knock it down gently and let it rise again until it has regained that size. 
 
     If you used rapid rise yeast, you could have a usable batch of dough in four hours or less. If you used regular active yeast, I suggest giving it twenty-four hours, and gently knock it down at twelve hours. When the fermentation process is over, divide the dough into three equal lumps if you want to make 14” pizzas, or four equal lumps if you want to make 10” pizzas, or just divide it up however you choose. You don't even really need to use a scale if you don't feel like it. I never do. Just 'eyeball it' to the best of your abilities and call it good. What could be easier? If you're going to make some pizza right away, you can leave the doughs out at room temp until you use them (and maybe coat them lightly with a little olive oil so they don't dry out). If you're not going to use them for a while, wrap them individually with plastic wrap (loosely, to let them expand again without breaking out of the wrap and drying out from exposure) and throw them in your refrigerator, where they'll keep just fine for at least three days. 
 
      Was that hard? I didn't think so. In future sections, we'll be refining that technique and going into much more depth about dough recipe formulation. But for now, this approach will work fine, and if you never wanted to get more complicated than this, you wouldn't really need to. This ratio of flour to water, with a minimum of other ingredients save those necessary to give the yeast enough nutrients and keep the dough from getting excessively flabby and over-risen, gives you the only template you really need to make excellent pizza dough every time. With this basic recipe, you can experiment with whatever type of flour you wish, and you can play around with the rise time to see what kind of flavors develop with more time, if you want to. 
 
       My intention with this introductory passage was simply to show you how easy it really is to knock out a great batch of pizza dough that you can use in a very short amount of time. If you went straight to the kitchen and put the ingredients together, all you need to do now is form the dough and put whatever ingredients you want onto it, and you'll have some great pizza in no time. If you weren't ready to take the plunge just yet, that's  fine. What's important is that you understand that you really can perform the magical act of making pizza dough, and do it much more quickly and easily than you would ever believe until you get down to it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Basic Techniques and Concepts in Making Pizza Dough 
 
      
 
       Now that we've gotten past that initial crash course, let's go back (or is it forward?) and process some basic ideas about making pizza dough. I think it would be a good idea to take a little time to identify some words I'll be using through the course of this book and explain, in brief, what I'm talking about. So below is a “mini glossary” for reference purposes. 
 
      
 
    Dough: The mixture of flour, water, salt, and yeast that creates the platform upon which we'll be placing our pizza toppings. Pretty self-explanatory, right? At times throughout this book, I'll be using the terms 'dough' and 'crust' more or less interchangeably. The only difference between the two terms is that 'dough' refers to the beginning mix, and 'crust' refers to the finished product, obviously. I’ll also occasionally use the term ‘skins’ to refer to prepared doughs for individual pizzas. That pretty much sums it up. 
 
      
 
    Rising, or Rise Time: The time during which the yeast does it's work of turning the raw ingredients into pizza dough. This can range from fairly short to relatively long, depending on what recipe we're using. This term can often be used interchangeably with 'fermentation' (see below), although the two words do not have the same meaning. 
 
      
 
    Gluten: This is a hard one to talk about without going much into scientific terms, and it's a fairly complicated subject. But to sum it up without too much geek talk, it's a composite of different proteins, mostly gliadin and glutenin (terms with which you may be very well acquainted if you suffer from a gluten intolerance, or know someone who does). These proteins come from wheat, but some other forms of gluten are available from other types of flour. To keep things ridiculously simple, let's just say that gluten is the “stuff” that we're really talking about when we talk about the overall character of a finished pizza crust. When we talk about whether a crust is chewy or crispy, or what kind of balance it has between those two characteristics, we're really talking about the character that it's gluten has developed from fermentation and baking. Other descriptors that we apply to pizza crust relate to flavor, aroma, etc. The body of a crust is defined more or less by the quality of it's gluten. That pretty much covers this topic as far as we need to for the purposes of this book. 
 
      
 
    Fermentation: I could go on at great length to define this term, but to confine it to the subject at hand, let's just say that it's the process that takes place from the action of the yeast on the fermentable ingredients in the dough recipe that transforms them into a usable batch of pizza dough. During this time, the yeast in the dough eats whatever sugar is in the dough (or, more properly speaking, it eats carbohydrates- some of which come in the form of sugar, and some which don't), and releases the waste product from this process in the form of carbon dioxide gas, which in turn expands the dough, thus developing the gluten available in the flour. 
 
      Technically, fermentation is one form of leavening, although leavening and fermentation aren't exactly the same thing. Leavening is essentially the process of introducing air (usually in the form of carbon dioxide gas) into dough, in order to lighten it's texture and increase it's volume. This process is traditionally achieved through the use of yeast or some other leavening agent that produces carbon dioxide gas during baking, or by incorporating whipped egg whites into the dough (or batter, depending on the product), or by some other means. There is definitely a lot more to say here, and if you really want to get a deeper understanding of this subject, there's no shortage of information available on the web or in printed form, but what I just said tells you everything you really need to know within the context of pizza-making. 
 
      One other very important fact that I wish to point out, though, is that fermentation does also take place at low temperatures, or at least it can, given the right conditions. The recipes I've given in this book all designate fermentation at room temperature, but you can always ferment your doughs in the refrigerator, too; in fact, fermentation always does continue to take place once you refrigerate dough. This process takes much longer, but makes a dough with excellent flavor and gluten development. You should always use a healthy amount of yeast when you do this, probably a good teaspoon, or even a little bit more, of active baking yeast, to make sure the fermentation will get off to a good start. Exactly how long the process takes depends on the ingredients used in the dough, (among other variables) and I can't really specify an exact time. While other pizza cookbooks you’ll find (which are written by professional bakers and chefs who are used to working with industrial-grade, highly regulated refrigerators) specify rather exact time frames for cold fermentation, I believe that there are too many variables between the refrigerators in different households (humidity, fridge temp, contaminated foods, etc.) to make exact time frames or finished dough quality a very reliable thing. Refrigerators are like little ecosystems, with all kinds of things going on, and I can’t know exactly what kind of atmosphere is at work in your fridge, or what kind of temperature you maintain it at. Accordingly, I must make it clear that there is no way I can specify an exact time frame and guarantee reliable results, in either fermentation time or the quality of the finished dough. This is something you’ll just have to experiment with if you want to, and pay close attention to the results. Having said that, a rise time of forty-eight to seventy-two hours is a pretty reasonable estimate for a first attempt. 
 
      I suggest using the Neapolitan or thin crust dough recipe, and letting the dough sit in the refrigerator for two to three days, then baking it, one lump at a time, continuing every day until the dough is all gone. This will tell you how the flavor and gluten are developing over time, and will also tell you how long the dough can stay in the refrigerator before it's quality starts to decline. Be aware, too, that doughs with a significant percentage (probably around 25% or more) of coarsely ground flour may not experience as much benefit from cold fermentation as will doughs that are made exclusively from finely ground flour, because of the textural difference. This is not a topic I intend to detail in any depth in this book, so I will take it as granted from this point forward that you have read this section, and are aware that cold fermentation is always an option with any dough recipe, either with one I supply or one you get from any other source. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kneading: I'm sure that by now, unless you've never baked anything in your life, you already have a pretty good idea what this term means. But for the sake of completeness, I'll just say that it's the process of manipulating unleavened dough by hand (or with a mixer or bread machine) for the purpose of developing the gluten available in the flour so that it attains the desired texture upon baking. There are different techniques of kneading, and different schools of thought on how it should be done, and there are even some people (like myself) who firmly believe that the process can be omitted altogether without any major detriment to the finished product in many cases, provided that the formulation of the dough has been appropriately adapted. In this book, I will be considering the art of pizza-making as a process that is open to a wide and highly personalized variety of stylistic interpretations, both in terms of the means of production and of the nature of the finished product. Therefore, I will cover kneading technique to some degree, but I won't treat it as mandatory for the process of making great pizza. If I were talking about other types of baking, I'm sure I would be going into much more depth about kneading. But within the context of pizza-making, suffice to say that from here forward, if I don't explicitly say that you must incorporate this process for a certain recipe, the choice of whether or not to do it is entirely yours. I will say, however, that you should most definitely perform the process at least once with every dough recipe you try out, to see if you find the finished product to be improved by it. 
 
      To be honest, as I've been writing this book, I've been kneading my dough more often, just to test out what I'm writing about in more depth. And I can honestly say that while the overall character of the dough obtained by kneading is decidedly different, and often better, it's still a very subjective thing. And I'm also convinced that how you bake your pizza is every bit as important as how you make your dough. There have been times when I've used unkneaded dough with my perforated baking pan, and I've been surprised by how airy it still came out. And there have been times when I've baked kneaded dough on my baking stone, and it still came out very crispy and relatively flat. As you get more experienced at making pizza, you'll learn how to hit your target flavor profiles and textures by means besides just ingredients, and it all starts at the basic level of dough preparation. 
 
      Since this is a sub-topic that requires a bit of show-and-tell, and not just text, this is probably as good a time as any to do little tutorial. If you plan on using a stand mixer to knead your dough, then this tutorial will not apply, but you may still like to knead by hand at least occasionally, just to see how you like the finished crust obtained by that method. As with many culinary processes, there is more than one technique that will work, but the basic process doesn’t really change much, or at least when you’re doing it by hand. You may search around for other techniques, or you may develop some kind of your own, but the basic idea is what I’m going to show you now. In this tutorial section, I’m using the Basic Thin Crust recipe that follows later in the book. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Combine the dry ingredients and olive oil in your mixing bowl. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
     Pour in the water. I usually mix the dry ingredients before I pour in the water, but it’s okay to stir them up when you add the water, too. All that matters is that the ingredients get mixed thoroughly. 
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    Mix all the ingredients together with a rubber spatula, wooden spoon, or whatever tool you like. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Mix all ingredients together by hand after you stir them up with your utensil. Keep on mixing vigorously until there’s as little dry mix on the sides of the bowl as possible. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    This is about what you want to see. Very little should be on your hands or on the sides of the bowl. With other recipes, the dough will be stickier, but with this one, the mix is relatively dry because it’s for a crispy crust. Each different recipe you use will vary in the amount of dough that sticks to your hands, but there should never be any significant amount left on the sides of the bowl. 
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    Once the dough is thoroughly mixed, flatten it into a compressed disc and just start folding it. Grab a section about one-third or one-half the diameter of the disc and fold it into the center. Then rotate the dough a quarter-turn with your wrists and repeat the same action. Keep on going until you’ve rotated the dough at least five times, being sure to press the dough down firmly in the bowl as you go, to keep on picking up any stray dry mix. Now turn it out on a table, either directly on the table with some flour sprinkled out, or on a non-stick surface, such as parchment paper, which is what I use. 
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    With the dough on your work surface, spread it out more and keep performing the folding and turning action.  This process can be carried out for anywhere from three to fifteen minutes, depending on the recipe and how long you feel like doing it. I usually knead for around five minutes and call it good, but you should experiment to see what works best for you. 
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    This is what well-kneaded dough looks like. The gluten is starting to take shape in the form of firm strands which resist tearing, and very little dough is left on the hands. Once this stage is reached, the dough is ready for fermentation.[image: ] 
 
    Once you’ve finished with the kneading process, compress the dough into a ball (not too tightly) and place it back in the mixing bowl. Then cover the bowl loosely with a  towel or plastic wrap, and let the fermentation begin.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      The same dough the next day, after a complete fermentation. Proof positive that hand-kneading produces dough that rises just as much as dough kneaded by machine. 
 
      
 
      And that’s about it. From this point on, you may safely assume that unless I specifically state that you must knead the dough for a particular recipe, you can skip this step and just add about two tablespoons to one-quarter cup more water for any four-cup size batch of dough where you’d rather go with the no-knead approach. In fact, even where I do specify kneading, you may still try out the no-knead method if you really insist. I’m only giving you detailed templates in this book. Any time you feel the need to deviate from my instructions and trust your own instincts, you’re free to do that. All I ask is that you always have a clear goal in mind besides just cutting out a step that might be critical, and always know exactly why you’re changing a recipe. 
 
       Before we move along, however, I know you’re probably wondering what else needs to be done with the no-knead method. In reality, all you have to do is add a bit more water to the dough, mix the ingredients together thoroughly, and let the dough sit for a full twenty-four hours as normal. That’s it. Others before me have addressed this same question and I’m certainly not unveiling any revolutionary new idea here. It’s just an alternative approach to making pizza dough (as well as a number of other baked goods) that I would like you to know about. 
 
      
 
    Ingredients in Dough and How They Affect the 
 
    Finished Product 
 
      
 
    Flour: Unless you live under a rock, there's no doubt that you have a pretty good idea of what this is, but I'll still go into some depth here. This is basically a generic term for practically any kind of grain that has been dried and ground into a powder, of either a fine texture or somewhat coarse. There are many different types of flour, from all over the world, and going into all of them would be a very time-consuming process that would go well outside the scope and context of this book. Suffice to say that we'll mostly be using commonly found types of flour in the recipes in this book, with some that will take a little scouting around to find. But there are many types that you might like to experiment with, such as whole wheat flour. Each type of flour has it's own characteristics, in terms of flavor and in what kind of gluten it develops during fermentation and baking. 
 
      
 
    Water: Next to the type of flour you use in your dough, this will be the second most important ingredient. I don't mean that so much in terms of what quality of water you use, but in how much of it you use. The balance of flour to water in any batch of dough is probably the single most important factor in determining the overall quality of the finished product you get, next to the quality and type of flour. I cannot stress enough how important it is to pay close attention to how much water you're using, because when it comes to pizza dough, body is hugely important. Having said that, there is some valid concern about the overall flavor quality and mineral content of the water you use in baking- not just for pizzas, but for anything else you bake, too. 
 
      Bad flavor in water needs no further explanation. If your water tastes bad enough that you can't stand drinking it straight from the tap, this bad flavor will have a pretty good chance of surviving into the finished dough, and that's obviously reason enough not to use it. Additionally, this bad flavor quite possibly has some odd mineral profile associated with it, which may also be a problem. In this case, get your water somewhere else, and treat it however you need to in order to get good dough from it. 
 
      If your water is excessively hard (high in dissolved minerals, especially in calcium carbonate), this high mineral content will have the potential to increase the pH range of the dough up to a point where the enzymatic activity of the yeast is hindered, potentially preventing the flour from properly absorbing the water, and ultimately resulting in a dough with a gluten structure that is too tight and poorly developed. If you know or strongly suspect that your water is unusually hard, especially if you've experienced problems of this sort with baking in the past, it would be a good idea to dilute the water you use for baking with some distilled or reverse osmosis purified water, at a rate of about 50%.  This should bring the pH range and mineral content of the water into a more appropriate range for baking. Salt can also help to bring the pH level down, but it can also restrict yeast growth (more on this topic in a moment), so it should be used carefully. 
 
      Conversely, water that is completely free of all minerals (such as distilled water or reverse osmosis purified water) is also undesirable for baking. This is because the yeast in the dough actually needs some minerals (especially calcium and magnesium) as nutrient, and because the pH range of dough made with overly soft water will be lower than the ideal range for fermentation to take place. This can result in dough that is excessively flabby, sticky, and difficult to roll out without it tearing, and most likely not properly risen. Understand, though, that in this case, we're talking about water that has been thoroughly filtered. I'm just throwing that information at you so you understand the range of possibilities presented by different types of water, and it is highly unlikely that your tap water is soft enough to present much of a problem. If, however, you have had problems with baking in the past, and you have reason to believe that your tap water is to blame because it's too soft, you might be able to get around this problem by using bread flour, which has built-in yeast nutrient. Whatever you do, do not use distilled or reverse osmosis purified water for baking unless it has been properly adjusted for optimal yeast health. And if you buy water from a store, it would be better to use spring water than distilled water, because that actually does have some mineral content, without the contaminants. 
 
      Personally, I use tap water, and my results are just fine. I don't have any major concerns about contaminants, and the mineral content is not high enough to be a real issue, either. Again, the amount of water in your dough is ultimately the greatest of concerns, but you should still pay attention to the character of your water to ensure you get the best dough you can. 
 
      
 
    Yeast. There have been entire books written on this subject alone, and I have no intention of boring you to death with tons of unnecessary info here. Suffice to say, yeast is a single-cell organism, known by it's scientific name as saccharomyces cerevisiae, that lives by digesting fermentable ingredients wherever it finds them, and it is technically classified as a fungus. The kind you buy in the store, which we broadly call 'baker's yeast', is of the same species as the type used to make beer, which is called 'brewer's yeast', but of a different strain, and it is actually possible to ferment pizza dough with brewer’s yeast.                
 
      Yeast for baking (as opposed to yeast for brewing) generally comes in two varieties: active baker’s yeast and instant, or quick-rise, yeast. Actually, you will also occasionally encounter bread machine yeast, but since we're not going into bread machine baking in this book, I'll confine my commentary to the two types of yeast previously mentioned. In my opinion, active baker’s yeast is the better option between the two because it is far more cost-effective by virtue of volume per dollar, and because it just develops gluten more naturally, without excessively fast gas build-up that can actually work against the overall quality of the finished product. That last statement is more or less subjective (with some supporting factual and empirical evidence) that some people will not agree with, and that's okay. I'm not here to tell you that there's only one way to make pizza; I'm just telling you the techniques that I have developed over time that I believe make for great pizza. Hopefully by now, you've come to believe that I have at least some expertise in the area of pizza-making, and will believe me when I say that I have good reasons for saying the things I say in this book. 
 
      Anyway...as mentioned earlier, fermentation is the process that gives pizza dough it's soul, so to speak, and that's where yeast comes into play. And since we've already covered fermentation in as much depth as we really need to for the purpose of this book, that pretty much wraps up our discussion of yeast. 
 
      
 
    Salt: There are numerous varieties of this ingredient that you can buy, but you will generally encounter three main ones in the grocery store: iodized table salt, kosher salt, and sea salt (which is really a pretty diverse category, with a huge variety of different types available, some of which are quite expensive). I use an inexpensive, finely ground non-iodized sea salt because kosher salt tends to be a little too coarsely grated for my liking, and because table salt is just much more of an industrially produced ingredient, with a flavor that can be pretty dominant.  I also prefer to use non-iodized salt in general because iodine is a very aggressive yeast inhibitor, which has the potential to slow down fermentation too much. At first, I had to experiment for some time to verify whether the salt itself is the primary agent that works on yeast, or whether it's the iodine that is in some types of salt. So I went back and forth between iodized and non-iodized salt, to see the difference in the finished dough. While I never really felt like I got an answer to my biggest question, non-iodized salt has come to be my preferred choice, but both options are open to you, and you should probably experiment to see which kind works best for you. We could go into some depth here about what separates the different types of salt, but for our purposes, it's most productive to just concentrate on what it does in baking, and why you need it. 
 
      Besides just giving dough flavor, salt serves a very important role. Since yeast requires moisture to propagate, we use salt (since it's naturally absorbent) to take away some of the water that's available to the yeast. If we didn't do this, the yeast could propagate at a rate well beyond what we would desire. So, by using salt to hold yeast growth in check, we ensure that the dough has a relatively firm body and is not over-aerated, and that it's flavor is not dominated by the yeast. Conversely, if we use too much salt, the dough will not rise properly because the yeast will not have enough moisture to thrive on, and the dough can taste too salty. Traditional baker's wisdom specifies a salt content of 2% of the total weight of the dry ingredients for ideal fermentation conditions and flavor quality, but I can honestly say that I've never taken the time to actually weigh out the salt in my dough, and I've never felt like it was an issue. In fact, most of the time, I don't even bother to measure the stuff. I just cup my hand and pour out what looks like a teaspoon, and call it good, and it always is good. At this point, after all the years I've been making pizza, and having rarely encountered any problems with fermentation or with the quality of the finished dough, I've long since come to the point where I have no worries at all about trusting my own faculties without the use of tools. But there's certainly nothing wrong with getting more precise if you feel the need to. Again, your pizza is your pizza, not mine, etc. 
 
      As mentioned before, salt can be used in small measure to adjust for water hardness, but in very small quantities. If you need to take this measure, it would probably be advisable to use a little more yeast in the dough as well, to ensure proper yeast propagation. 
 
      One more variety of salt that I didn't mention before, and you might like to experiment with, is bread salt. This is something you'll almost certainly have to order online, unless you have a store near you that really specializes in artisan baking products. Bread salt is essentially sodium chloride (of a high quality) with some other minerals added for yeast nutrient. This is where some confusion might occur for some people. As I explained before, one of the main functions of salt in baking is to keep yeast growth limited, so you might not immediately understand how it can serve as a nutrient for yeast while it's also keeping it from growing too much. Let me explain further. While salt most definitely keeps yeast growth in check by absorbing some of the moisture available in the dough that the yeast would otherwise use for it's propagation, it also helps provide the yeast with the proper minerals it needs for healthy enzymatic activity. Each manufacturer of this type of product will have their own proprietary blend of minerals in it, but calcium and magnesium are the two main ones used. If you're interested in experimenting with bread salt, a simple web search will help you track down a source. 
 
      
 
    Sugar: I won't even begin to cover the wide variety of different types of sugar available on the market today. Suffice to say that when I use the word 'sugar' in this book, I'm talking about plain old white sugar or raw sugar that you find in the grocery store, unless I specifically state otherwise. We could expand our discussion to include the molecular structure of sugar, and a whole host of other subtopics, but all that is important about it for our purposes is that it gives the yeast some extra fuel to do the job of fermentation. 
 
      At this point in the book, you may be a little confused as to whether it is really necessary to use sugar at all in pizza dough, and I will happily oblige you with a clear answer to this question. Like I said before, it is not really necessary to add sugar if you are using quick-rise yeast. But in all honesty, it is not absolutely necessary to add it when you use active baker’s yeast, either. And if you asked the “pizza police” (the Vera Pizza Napoletana) about using sugar in pizza dough...well, I think you know where I'm going here. 
 
      I just use a small amount of it to ensure that the yeast gets a good opening burst of energy to take on the work of eating the available sugar and carbohydrates in the dough.  Yes, yeast is a very single-minded little organism, with a very predictable behavior pattern. That's why it's been used for centuries in a whole range of applications, well outside of just baking. A little nibble of sugar at the start of the job gives the yeast a little nudge to move it along, which is especially helpful if you're making a large batch of dough. It can also help to make sure that an unkneaded batch of dough gets properly risen in the winter months, when the air is colder and drier. 
 
      Some sources have suggested that using a relatively large amount of sugar (on the order of around two teaspoons per cup of flour, which is rather high, by my reckoning, anyway) in pizza dough can actually help produce a crispier crust with good color. I've even heard that molasses used in small amounts can contribute a nicely caramelized crust (if that sounds appealing to you), but I have yet to try that experiment out for myself. Personally, I have no problem achieving a nicely crisp and darkened crust using my regular baking methods, and I suspect that some techniques using excessive amounts of sugar may have been developed by people who were not getting the kind of crust they wanted because they were going astray somewhere in the baking process. But again, I'm not here to tell you exactly you what to do; I'm just trying to help you along on your own path. Sugar is something that you can experiment with, or not use at all. The choice is yours. If you do choose to use it, I strongly suggest that you keep it to a minimum. 
 
      
 
    Olive Oil:  This is another standard cooking ingredient that you almost certainly have in your pantry, and it's also optional in pizza dough. There are several grades that it comes in, but you'll typically only find it in three grades at the grocery store: pure, extra virgin, or extra light. Depending on how much of it you use in your pizza dough, you may or may not detect it's presence in the way of flavor. It's main purpose is really to keep the dough from being dry, and to make it pliable, but it can add a pleasant richness to the finished product. Additionally, since any kind of oil has a heavier body than water, and will therefore take much longer to evaporate with heat, it can be used at a fairly high rate (see the Flatbread Pizza Crust recipe) in addition to water, to guarantee that the crust’s body remains relatively soft, and does not get very crispy. Depending on the style of crust you’re trying to make, this may or may not be a desirable quality, but if you’re going for a soft crust, it’s pretty hard to improve on what oil can do. There have also been scientific studies done in recent years in the brewing industry that show that olive oil actually assists yeast (at least brewers' yeast) in maintaining healthy cell walls. While I certainly won't say that the fermentation dynamics involved in beer brewing are the same as those involved in making pizza dough, my own experience tells me that the practice of using olive oil in pizza dough is a time-tested tradition that yields excellent results, whether I can prove it scientifically or not.  
 
      There are some classic dough styles where olive oil is mandatory, but if you choose to leave it out of your own dough creations (or just don't have any on hand), that's okay, as long as the dough has enough moisture. If you have other types of oil around your house that you'd like to experiment with, that's fine too. Grape seed oil makes a reasonable substitute for olive oil, and other types of oil are definitely worth experimenting with, as long as they don't leave an undesirable flavor in the finished product. On that note, you can also experiment with flavored olive oils, such as truffle oil, herbed oil, or garlic oil (to name but three out of countless varieties), to see what that does for your dough. There are plenty of different directions you could go in here, and you may find that you really love dough made with flavored oil. The possibilities are pretty much endless. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortening: Although it may not have occurred to you, this substance can actually be used in pizza crust, and it's widely used by makers of frozen pizzas. Don't believe me? Go look at the ingredient list on the package of a frozen pizza the next time you have a chance, and chances are, you'll find it. Why is this so? Three words: extended shelf life. Oh, and one more word: hydrogenation. Okay, you know what? I don't even really know how many words might apply here, because this is a product that can contain a wide variety of ingredients, and a lot of them are ones that you probably don't even want to know about, or at least with some of the more questionable specimens on the market. As we all know (or should know) shortening is usually composed mostly of hydrogenated vegetable oil (and/or animal fat of some variety), with a few other ingredients thrown in for good measure. 
 
      Again, I don't want to conduct a full-blown science class here, so I'll just say that the process of hydrogenation changes the chemical nature of oil and basically turns it into something rather like plastic (or trans fat, which you've undoubtedly heard reference to), hence the major outcry of public health concern in recent years over it's presence in many foods on the market today. This process, in turn, greatly extends the shelf life of any baked product made with it, since it's chemical composition becomes much more resistant to change over time. This resistance to change also affects how products made with it behave in the oven. Those made with a high amount of shortening, like pie crust, tend to stay moist and crumbly even after a relatively long time in the oven. This is because (as the name 'shortening' implies), it literally shortens the molecular chains that hold gluten together, in case you didn't already know that. Other products, like pizza crust, can attain a very thin and crispy, cracker-like character, and will tend to be immune to the formation of air pockets during baking, when it’s used in small quantities. This attribute is precisely what makes it a viable ingredient in pizza crust for those who like their pizza crust very crispy, with a minimum of yeasty flavors. 
 
       In  dough formulations  that use shortening (or lard), the yeast will not make it's presence known nearly as much, if yeast is used at all. This is because, in my opinion (to express the idea in rather non-scientific terms) substances that are heavily fatty and thick in nature have a way of flattening out other flavors, especially those that are as aromatic as they are flavorful, such as yeast. And this is also because, owing to the heaviness of the shortening or lard, the yeast will simply not have the option of propagating nearly as much as it would in a mixture composed of lighter fluids. In fact, yeast is practically useless in a pizza dough mixture that incorporates shortening in any large quantity, and it is possible to make unleavened pizza dough, although some would gasp at the idea.  Accordingly, I include such a recipe later in this book. 
 
      Personally, I can't say that I like the dough made with shortening as much as other types, but it can achieve an interesting texture, with a crumbliness and crispiness that will definitely appeal to some people. Of course, the aforementioned health concerns are something that will turn many people off from using shortening in their pizza crust, but if this is not the case for you, then this is something that you might want to experiment with. 
 
      
 
      Have I covered all of the possible ingredients that could find their way into pizza dough? Of course not, and I will go over some other ingredients later. For now, I just want to talk about the ingredients that are considered the basic essentials, which may very well be all you ever need to use to hit your own perfect dough recipe right on target. We're talking about baking here, and while it's more of a science than an art, it's still a very broad field, and you may find that there are ingredients you'd like to throw into your dough at some point in time which I haven't discussed in this book. That's fine, and I wish you all the luck with your experimentation, but I would like to leave you with one important thought on this subject- pizza crust is (or at least can be) very bread-like, but it is not really bread. Take a minute, if you would, to read that last sentence again and let it sink in. 
 
      It might sound like a redundant or even questionable statement at first glance (depending on whether or not you agree), but to inexperienced bakers, I think it's a statement you really need to digest at the very outset of the pizza-making odyssey. I make this statement not to confuse you or waste your time, but to help you clarify in your mind what you're really setting out to make, and avoid wasting your time, effort, and money using ingredients and processes that just don't have any real place in the realm of pizza dough- especially if what you'd rather be making is bread, anyway. To put it more succinctly: if you want bread, make bread. If you want pizza crust, make pizza crust. Study and make both all you want, but don't confuse the two. 
 
      The recipes for bread and pizza crust are different because the finished products are different. That last sentence bears repeated reading and further consideration. Whenever you read a recipe for anything, you should always look at every ingredient and ask yourself what it does and why it's necessary. If you compare recipes for bread and pizza dough, you'll see similar ingredients, but markedly different ratios of ingredients, and therein lies the rub. You might start off making two different things with similar ingredients, but the finished product is what matters. We call the platform for our pizza toppings 'crust' for a reason. Unlike bread, it doesn't have a crust- it is crust. 
 
      Okay, if you're still indulging me in my little philosophical exploration of pizza crust, let me make some further disclaimers and clarifications. Yes, I know, pizza crust has many more things in common with bread than it has differences, and one would be pretty hard pressed to draw a credible scientific distinction between the two. What I'm getting at here is that what pizza crust does, more than what it is, is what separates it from bread. It serves as a vehicle for sauce, cheese, and a wide variety of other toppings better than any bread ever can (or least if you're a die-hard pizza addict like me), and it is ultimately what defines a pizza as a pizza, and not a hot open-faced sandwich with round bread. It does this by providing the proper texture, flavor, and shape. Think about it- if you topped a big piece of bread with sauce and cheese and baked it, would you call it a pizza? You might, in theory. You might even really like your creation, but there would be a missing component that you would probably wish was there...pizza crust, right? It could even be the best open-faced sandwich you ever had, but you'd probably still call it a sandwich, and not a pizza, and the reason for the distinction would be the platform on which the toppings would be placed. So what does this say? It says that when you make pizza crust, you already know that you're expecting something that's markedly different from bread, and you should look at all of your proposed recipes with that in mind. 
 
      Obviously, I'm aiming this section (which I promise is almost over) primarily at those readers who aim to create their own pizza dough recipes, but everything I'm saying here also applies to anyone who's using any pizza dough recipe for the first time. I want you to look critically at any recipe you intend to try out, whether it's one of your own or someone else's, with attention paid especially to those most crucial elements: moisture balance, salt content, and grain composition. And whenever you go ahead with any recipe, assess the finished product as critically as you would if you were eating at a highly touted restaurant. I say this not because I want you to be overly self-conscious about your cooking skills, or because I want you to feel like a failure if your pizzas don't measure up to those that come from world-class pizzerias.  On the contrary, I want you (perhaps for the first time in your life) to give your culinary efforts the kind of attention and respect that you and I both know they deserve for all the work you put into them, because you absolutely can make top-notch food that's worthy of staying home and cracking open the champagne for. 
 
      Understanding the fundamentals of dough-making is step one in the process of becoming a true pizzaiolo, and that's why I'm taking the time to cover all this information in such depth before you move on to the next section. You are going to make amazing pizzas with the crust recipes we're about to cover. Trust yourself (and my recipes) to deliver world-class results, and with enough practice and precise execution, it will happen. From this point on, if you stay focused on your goal of perfecting your craft, you're not going to want to call out or go out when you want real pizza any more. You're going to want to make it yourself. That's a promise. Okay, time to move on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Discussion and Recipes for Different Styles of Dough 
 
      Now that we've covered the basic terms and concepts involved in our discussion of pizza dough, it's time to move on to an overview of the different types of dough that can be used in pizza, when they are appropriate to use, and how to make them. My favorite aspect of the art of pizza-making is that I get to combine the arts of baking and cooking in a way that no other culinary art form quite equals, as far as I've experienced. I love the whole process of designing a new pizza from start to finish- choosing what style of dough to use, making a great sauce (or even coming up with a new one if I feel like it), picking ingredients to match the dough and sauce, and baking it exactly the way I think will come out best. Or I can just take it easy and go with an old classic style, like Margherita, that I know will come out delicious without having to rack my brains to come up with some new creation. 
 
      Once you master the process of making pizza, and you know it will come out great every time if you follow the necessary steps, it's like having your own personal pizza chef- yourself- at your disposal. Personally, I've experimented with a lot of culinary art forms- soups, salads, omelettes, sandwiches, pastas, etc.- and I've found no other one to be quite as satisfying as the art of pizza. There's just so much going on all at once-  perfectly baked crust, delectable sauce, creamy cheese, savory toppings, and perfectly balanced seasonings- all converging to deliver a taste experience like no other. Every time you make a pizza, it can be like a trip back to your favorite place, or a journey to a new place that you know will be fascinating and exhilarating. And it all starts with dough. That's why I've started our discussion of how to make great pizza with an exploration of it's literal and creative foundation. It's pretty safe to say that you can nail everything else on a pizza, but if your crust doesn't deliver the goods, your pizza will not be what you want it to be, and that's a real shame. So take the time to delve into these recipes and concepts and perfect your dough before you even attempt to move on to other aspects of pizza-making. Your time will be well-spent. 
 
      One more point that is worth addressing is that when we're talking about different styles of dough, we're also really talking about entirely different styles of pizza. A thin crust pizza is going to be totally different than a deep dish pizza in more ways than just the style of crust.  And a Neapolitan crust is traditionally used with ingredients that are endemic to that regional cuisine. But always remember that styles are only guidelines, not strict frameworks of rules to tie you down. Whether you stick with a recipe that I or someone else has provided, or you come up with your own, the final results of your labor belong to you and no one else. And ultimately, the style in which the pizza is made is really yours, too, because no one else in the world can make a pizza exactly like you can...if you really take the time to develop your art as a pizzaiolo. So get down to business with these dough recipes, and play around with whatever style appeals to you the most. Ready? Here we go... 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Basic Thin and Crispy Crust 
 
      
 
      If you, like me, are a big fan of a thin, crispy crust on your pizzas, the recipe I threw at you at the beginning of this chapter is about all you'll ever really need. But what you can also do with that recipe is to incorporate other types of flour to heighten the crispiness of the crust, which is what I’ve done here. Personally, I've experimented with numerous kinds of flour, and I can say with absolute confidence that as long as you stick with that same ratio of flour to water, with the other ingredients remaining the same, you'll pretty much always get a crust that's at least usable, but you can go in different directions with it for different effects, as you’ll see with this recipe.  So, really, it would be best to call that one a templaterather than a recipe, because you can use it just as it is, or use it's basic structure as a guide for your own creations. Don’tlet the word ‘basic’ in this recipe throw you off. I use that word to indicate that the recipe is simple, but when you really nail down a good formulation with this template, there’s nothing ‘basic’ about the final results. Within the confines of this template, there is quite a large playground for the experimental pizzaiolo to tweak and refine their own perfect crust. 
 
      But enough gab. The formulation I've arrived at that gives me a great dough every time, and is incredibly easy to stretch out to a nice thin crust with no more tools than just my hands, and maybe a roller (if necessary), is this: 
 
      
 
      
 
    3 cups bread flour* 
 
    1 cup semolina flour** 
 
    2 tsp. sea salt 
 
    ½ tsp. active dry yeast 
 
    2 tsp. olive oil 
 
    1 ½ cups lukewarm water 
 
      
 
    *Other optional substitutes that I recommend here are Italian “00” flour (I suggest using one ounce less water in this case), high-gluten flour, or durum flour, or you can always just go with good old-fashioned all-purpose flour, if that’s what you feel like using 
 
    **This is an optional ingredient, and you can just substitute another type of flour for this one if you wish, but it is here to give the crust extra crispiness and flavor. Without this type of flour in the mix, the finished crust will be totally different, and not as crispy  
 
      
 
    Mix dry ingredients together first, then add the water and olive oil. Mix well enough so that there's no dry flour left that hasn't mixed in, or at least not much. If you choose to give the dough a good kneading, that's up to you. Then cover in a bowl with a towel, and let rise for 24 hours, knocking it down halfway through. Then divide the dough into 3 equal lumps for 16” pizzas, or 4 lumps for 10” pizzas. In my experience with this recipe (which is pretty extensive, since it's mine), this crust really comes out best when it's baked on a stone or perforated pan at 500° to 550° for around 9 minutes, and I always finish with the broiler for 30 to 60 seconds. And another little tip: give the crust a very light coating of olive oil before you add the other toppings, to help it get a nice crispy, golden finish. 
 
      You may never have encountered semolina flour in your travels to the grocery store, and you may be wondering where you can get it. I assure you that it is not an exotic  or expensive ingredient that you will have to travel to the ends of the earth to find. If you can't find it at your local grocery store (and there is at least a slight that chance that you will be able to), try your nearest health food or specialty food store. If you have one of these kinds of stores near you and for whatever reason they don't carry it, you can order it online just like you would anything else. What does semolina flour do for the crust? If you've ever looked at the ingredients listed on a box of pasta, you've undoubtedly noticed it as one of the ingredients listed. It's what gives pasta it's yellowish tint and crunchy texture, and that's pretty much what it does for pizza dough. 
 
      This particular recipe will give you a dough with excellent bready flavor (if you let it rise for the recommended length and don't rush it), an exquisite balance of crispiness to chewiness, and a texture that is unbelievably easy to work with. If I had to choose just one ‘desert island’ pizza dough recipe to use for the rest of my life, it would probably be this one. It's that good, believe me. It can accommodate a healthy dose of toppings without getting weighed down and gooey. Or it can serve as an excellent platform for simple pizzas with very light toppings, where you want the flavor of the crust itself to be a major player, like one with just a light coating of olive oil, cheese and garlic. Versatility, ease of use, and flavor are the main strengths of this recipe, and for that reason, I strongly recommend that you perfect your technique with this recipe for a little while first before moving on to the other recipes I go into later. Once you master this style of crust, you'll feel very confident to move on and give other styles a try. 
 
      So to sum up the formula for thin crust pizza dough- stick with the 4: 1.5 ratio of flour to water, experiment with whatever types of flour you want (like whole wheat flour, high gluten flour, pastry flour, or Italian “00” flour- which we'll discuss soon), attenuate the liquid content if you feel it’s necessary, or use other types of liquid than water if you really want to get experimental- like beer, if you're inclined, and knead it if you feel like it.  You can also throw some herbs or spices into the dough to see what happens. That’s it. 
 
      Sounds pretty simple, doesn't it? Don't worry, it is. Like I mentioned before, there will be some types of flour that don't work very well for pizza dough, but most of the major types you come across at the grocery store will do just fine. Every now and then you might need to tweak a batch if you're using a different type of flour than you're used to using, by using a little more or less water, or a little extra olive oil. Or you might have to use a little extra yeast if you find that your house (or apartment) doesn't seem to have the best environment for baking, and that the dough needs a little more help rising. All of these are totally normal scenarios that anyone who bakes on a regular basis experiences in their lifetime. And they all add to your expertise in the art and science of baking. 
 
      So what's the key to making this recipe work? Aside from the balance of flour to water, I feel strongly that the semolina flour is the real hero that makes this one so successful. In fact, if there is one 'insider secret' from the restaurant world that I have 'smuggled' out to bring to the rest of the world, that you will most likely not find in any other cookbook, this is it right here. While this recipe is of my own creation (even though I'm a self-proclaimed pizza addict who would just about kill for a great pizza, I do have a moral code that restricts me from stealing and publishing anybody else's exact recipe), it is modeled after real pizzeria recipes, and the semolina flour is what sets it apart from any other recipe I've ever encountered outside of the restaurant world. If you'd rather just stick with one variety of flour in your formulation, that's up to you, but I strongly urge you to seek out the semolina flour and see what it does for your crust. 
 
      Don't forget that if you're feeling like you're not sure if a new recipe idea is going to work out and you don't want to waste time and money (or worse yet, not have usable pizza dough when you really need it), you can always cut this recipe in half. I've done it many times. This whole pizza obsession thing is a lot more practical than you might think at first, and you will find that it's really not expensive or time-consuming at all to experiment with small batches of dough. 
 
      One thing you can do is to make one half-size batch with all-purpose purpose flour (or whatever type of flour you've come to rely on) and another half-size batch with whatever flour you're experimenting with, then bake a crust from each batch with just a little coating of olive oil and maybe a little seasoning or a touch or Parmesan or garlic, and just compare them side-by-side, without spending any money at all on expensive toppings that you fear might be wasted if your experimental dough doesn't come out well. In my opinion, the true test of any crust is whether or not it tastes good 'naked'- that is, without any heavy toppings on it that might mask it's true character. And when I say 'character', I obviously mean everything about it- flavor, texture, appearance, etc.  When it comes to pizza crust, the body is every bit as important as the flavor. You want a crust that holds up well under a generous blanket of toppings (if that's your style) without becoming limp and soggy, and you want it's flavor to come through as a true contributor to the pizza's overall quality. 
 
      Balance is key here. The character of the crust should be pleasing enough that you would enjoy eating it all by itself with just a little olive oil, but you want it to be flexible enough that it will accommodate whatever toppings you want to put on it without the flavor of the dough overpowering the toppings. How could that happen, you ask? Well, you could let the dough rise far longer than it needs to and end up with an overabundance of yeast flavor, or you could use seasonings like garlic or herbs in the dough that compete too much with the toppings. Of course, the best sign that you've reached -or at least approached- pizza crust perfection, is when there's none left on anybody's plate at the table! 
 
      Ultimately, your own creativity is your greatest asset, but it can also turn against you if you fail to keep your pizza creations in proper balance.  There's an old saying that goes something like this: perfection is reached not when there is nothing more that needs to be added, but when there is nothing left to take away. Interpret that one any way you want. But to me, it means that I know I've hit my goal when I can throw a handful of ingredients together in a few minutes, and make something amazing out of them in no time at all, every time. But I've dwelt on this subject long enough, I think. You get the idea. 
 
      One last point that should probably be covered here is that while this recipe will give you a crust that is definitely thin, there will still be some of you who wish to have a crust that's even more thin and crispy than what this recipe produces. What you should get with this recipe is a crust that is about as thin as a nickel when it's finished in the oven, or slightly thicker, with a body that stays crispy all the way across. That, to me, is definitely thin enough. But without a doubt, there are some thin crust aficionados who like their crust even thinner. If you find yourself in that camp, I suggest that you use a roller to get your dough as thin as you can get it before you top it, and perhaps throw in a tablespoon or so of shortening in the dough mixture, to make sure that it resists aeration as much as possible while it bakes- although I strongly feel that the use of a rolling pin with tend to wipe out some of the more delicate aspects of the crust's character. Having said that, I must advise you to keep your toppings sparse enough that the crust won't get soggy and weighed down, if you're going to take this route. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      A finished thin crust pizza on the peel. If this is making you want to make one right now…good. It’s high time you tried your hand at one of these beauties. 
 
      
 
    Intermezzo 
 
      
 
      Before we continue with our explorations of crust styles, I'd like to pause for a brief but important interlude and go into some depth about a topic that's central to this book: hand-shaping of dough. Call it 'hand-shaping', or 'hand-stretching', or 'hand-tossing' or whatever you like; the creation of a pizza skin by hand is an act that no self-respecting pizzaiolo should ever write off as unimportant or unnecessary. I personally consider it a rite of passage that should be at the top of your list of necessary things to do when you're developing your style as a pizza addict in the making, and I assure you that it's nothing to be afraid of. 
 
      Why is it so important? Put it this way: imagine your pizza dough is like a painter's canvas- which should not be too hard to do, as that's more or less what it is, or at least it can be. Now imagine that the canvas itself is also an integral part of the work of art, and not just the flat, painted-over object that lies under the surface. Now consider that the whole work of art either stands or falls based on the quality of the canvas underneath, and that this underlying quality creates the sensory baseline that locks the whole experience into shape. Think of the flavor profile of your pizza like a city, buzzing with life and energy, and think of all the little air pockets, dark spots, crispy parts, soft parts- whatever the crust has- as being like the landscape under the city that roots into place and gives context to all of the various structures and neighborhoods that make up the city. Or imagine that you have x-ray vision, and that every time you look at a painting, the quality of the canvas underneath gives an added layer of depth and complexity (and hopefully enjoyment) to the picture you're looking at. 
 
      Does all that stuff sound a little too abstract? It might at first, but if you really think about it, this is not all that far from the truth about what it's like to experience a pizza that has a crust of exceptional quality. It's almost like eating in 3D, if you catch my drift. This is because your tongue is an organ with more than one sensation- it tastes and feels whatever is put upon it. With a pizza that's got a mediocre crust, with weak flavor and non-descript body, if there aren't some pretty exciting ingredients on top, the whole experience of eating it is pretty boring, because the crust is boring. In fact, even if you do top it with extraordinary ingredients, you'll still know that it would be far better with a crust that lays a proper foundation for the whole structure. 
 
      And this is precisely where hand-shaping your dough comes into play. If you just take the easy road and use a roller, a lot of that great gluten character and delicate flavor that you've spent your time and effort developing gets sort of homogenized as it's being flattened out. The crust's body gets somewhat crushed in the rolling process, and a lot of little nuances get erased. This is not to say that it won't still have good flavor, but flavor is only one half of the equation, and we want the whole shebang, don't we? 
 
      So, am I telling you that you should never use a rolling pin at all? If I were writing a cookbook with only one crust recipe, and a rolling pin was unnecessary for it, the answer would be 'yes'. And I can honestly say that there are at least two recipes in this book where you really shouldn't need to use a rolling pin. But there are definitely times when your dough will be especially delicate and difficult to work with, and a rolling pin is one of those 'necessary evils' that are pretty much unavoidable, although it should really be considered a last resort. 
 
      But to get back to the main thread, the main reason to use your hands to shape your dough is really to infuse as much of your own unique energy signature and style into it as possible, and to avoid scrubbing out important characteristics that make the finished product so special. Look at it this way: when you use only your hands, the finished crust will always be unique; no two pizzas you ever make will be exactly the same, but they will always be special, even if they aren't always quite up there with your best work. When you use a rolling pin, the finished crust will be fine, but it just won't have quite the same unique character as a hand-shaped crust, even if it has less imperfections. Yes, I know it's easy to fall into the habit of always grabbing your rolling pin whenever you shape your skins, but if that's all you ever do, you'll never know how great your pizzas can be. 
 
      Alright, you know what? This isn't going anywhere, is it? It's all fine and good for me, somebody who has years of pizza-making experience under my belt, to give you some drawn-out speech about the beauty of hand-shaped pizza crust, but you're a total novice to this craft, and all my grandiloquent fluff isn't going to help you to visualize the goal of well-made pizza crust one little bit, is it? So here's what I want you to do...if you have a batch of dough ready to go right now (and if you don't, do this the next time you do), take a ball out of the fridge and let it sit for a little bit while you heat up your oven. If you're using a baking stone, let it heat up for a while. Now take that dough ball and cut it in half. Take one half of that dough ball and roll it out to your desired thickness. Then take the other half and go to town on it like nobody's watching. I want you to start by giving it a solid but not aggressive smack with the palm of your hand. Now push out from the center of the dough with your fingers, rotating the dough as you do so. Use an assertive movement, but don’t extend your fingers all the way out yet.  Extend your fingers until your hand forms an arch, with your thumbs moving towards your body and your fingers moving away from you. Rotate the dough either clock wise or counter-clockwise using the wrist of either hand, whichever hand is most dominant, and keep performing that stretching motion as you rotate it, taking care to leave some room for air in the outside perimeter of the crust. The goal here is not to remove all the air out of the dough (which is what rolling unfortunately does), but to force the air in the middle of the dough to migrate the outside edge, where you want to see an aerated outer crust in the finished pizza. 
 
       Periodically pick up the dough and let it hang in the air, moving your hands gently so that gravity does it’s work and stretches it out. Rotate the dough in this position until you’ve made a full circle at least once, then place it back on the table or peel and assess the crust. If it’s as thin as you want it, let it be and top it with whatever ingredients are going on it. If it’s not quite thin enough, keep performing the same motions until it is. Dough will tear if you’re too aggressive or if it’s too soft and soggy, and that’s not a big deal. If you tear it, just pinch it shut and keep going. If the dough is soft and soggy and wants to keep tearing, add some flour to your work surface and work a little bit of it into the dough and keep going. This isn’t something you’re likely to nail down the first time, and nobody’s grading you on it. Just take your time and perfect your technique a little bit more each time you do it. Here are some photos to help you visualize the techniques I’m talking about. 
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    The peel with a dough ball ready to be formed. About a handful of flour is enough to get started. You can add more later if the dough is sticking to the work surface. 
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    Start by pushing the dough down without too much pressure, and not too quickly, so that you don’t push air out. Push down until the dough ball is a little wider than your hand on either side. 
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    Using firm but not strong force, begin the stretching process. Rotate the dough and push outwards from the center, taking care not to exert too much pressure on the outer perimeter of the skins, where we want to see some aeration in the finished crust. 
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    Pick up the dough and stretch it. Start slowly at first, so the dough’s texture doesn’t get shocked by sudden force. Rotate the dough a few times and stretch from a few different sections. You want to keep the stretching pattern uniform. 
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    The stretched dough, getting towards the desired diameter. Notice that the outer perimeter is thicker than the middle. This is because very little pressure has been exerted on that part of the dough, and because air has begun to migrate outward. 
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    Pick up the dough and again let it hang in the air while you stretch it out in an even pattern. You’re developing the gluten the finished crust will have, so your work will pay off with an awesome pizza. 
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    Continue to stretch the dough out on your work surface, taking care to preserve the outer perimeter. This one is almost finished. 
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    Another stretch in the air. Note how a tear is starting to form near my left index and middle fingers. No big deal. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    One little pinch, and that tear is sealed. Moving right along. 
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    A light drizzle of oil helps keep the crust from drying out in the oven, and makes it a touch crispier. 
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    The finished skin. Now we’re ready to top it. Three or four minutes’ work, and you’ve got a handcrafted masterpiece that no take-out pizza can quite match. No, it doesn’t quite look like something you’d get from a restaurant, but that’s the whole idea. This is your pizza. 
 
      
 
      Did that seem like a lengthy process? Believe me, it’s not. Nor is it hard. Once you get in the habit of doing this, it becomes almost like riding a bike. Now, do you remember how I asked you to roll one dough out also? The idea is to bake one of each type- rolled and hand-stretched, side-by-side, and see what you think. Personally, the only time I ever roll out a dough is when I’m encountering one that’s giving me problems with stickiness or tearing, which is quite rare. To me, there’s just something about a hand-stretched dough that gives it far more character and body than one that’s rolled. But now it’s your turn to find out for yourself. Give it a shot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Classic Neapolitan Crust 
 
      
 
      Of all the pizza crusts detailed in this book, this is the one that's probably the least often encountered in it's true form in pizzerias today, or at least in America. It's a little thicker than the crispy thin crust style, has less yeast-derived flavors, and is usually used for the old simple Italian classics, like pizza Margherita, or ones with just tomato sauce and cheese. If you're a purist, or if you just want to get an idea of what the original Neapolitan pizzas are like, this is a style you'll want to produce. 
 
      The first thing you need to know about this style of dough is that, unlike the dough I just outlined, this style absolutely does need to be kneaded if you want to stay true to the original style. And if you really want to stick with tradition, you'll want to get your hands on some Italian “00” flour. You may have never heard of this one before, and I wouldn't be surprised. I can pretty much guarantee that you've never seen it in a grocery store, and possibly not in any other store either, unless you have a store in your town that specializes in flour or imported Italian foods. I usually have to order mine online, and it's quite a bit more expensive than most any other kind of flour. It's texture is incredibly fine and soft, like talcum powder, because it's ground to an extreme degree. I don't intend to go into any great detail about this type of flour, but suffice to say, a lot of people who use it feel that it makes a superior pizza dough (and pasta dough) than what you can get from regular all-purpose flour. 
 
      Apart from the flour used and the kneading involved in this type of dough, there are also some other requirements set forth by the aforementioned Vera Pizza Napoletana regarding the proper handling of pizzas made in this style, not that you really need to concern yourself about them. These requirements (and I'm only naming a few here) are that the pizza must be made in a wood-fired oven with a dome shape of exact proportions, at a temperature of 800 degrees Fahrenheit, for no more than two minutes, that rollers are totally vietato, and that it can only have certain toppings. Can you stay within these guidelines? I doubt it. I know I can't, at least not until I can procure for myself an oven conforming to that description. Does that mean that you can't still use this dough recipe and make an excellent pizza? I think you already know the answer to that question. 
 
      So...on the recipe. 
 
      
 
    5 cups “00” flour 
 
    2 cups warm water 
 
    2 ½ tsp. sea salt 
 
    1 ½ tsp. active baking yeast or 1 package quick-rise yeast 
 
      
 
      Mix the yeast with ½ cup of water and mix gently. Let it proof for 10 to 15 minutes. Mix the flour and salt. Add the proofed yeast in water and the remaining 1 ½ cups water to the flour and salt mixture. Combine flour and water and then knead vigorously for a minimum of 10 minutes, preferably more like 15 minutes. If you have a mixer, mix it for 20 minutes on the lowest setting, so that the body develops slowly and gently- this is the best way to emulate the original process as closely as possible. Place dough in a bowl and cover loosely with a towel or plastic wrap, let sit for 2 or 3 hours until dough has risen to double in size, or wait 18 to 24 hours, if you’re not making the pizza until the next day. Tradition dictates that this style of pizza is baked within a few hours of starting the dough, but since it’s your pizza, you know the drill. A critical point to mention here is that tradition mandates that Neapolitan pizza is made just the right size for one person to eat, and no larger. This means that if you really want to stick with tradition, you should divide this batch into no less than four balls. But if this isn’t a concern for you, you can by all means use this recipe to make larger pizzas. I won’t tell. 
 
       This type of dough can take a high cooking temperature, and is best baked on a baking stone or perforated pan, with a temperature of 475° to 525°, for up to 10 minutes, with an optional broiler treatment of 30 to 60 seconds at the end, if you want to depart from tradition and make it crispier.  Or you can bake it at a lower temperature for a longer time, if you're more comfortable with that approach. Traditional pizzas made in this style are not as crispy as our American interpretations tend to be, and ideally retain a puffy collar of crust around the perimeter, and they have a thickness that’s somewhere on the thin side of medium. If it's really important for you to get that nicely risen outer crust, I'd suggest applying minimal pressure to the outer rim of the dough when you form it, and avoid that area if you're using a docker. In case I've failed to get the message to you by now- don't even worry about trying to make this taste just like it would if it were baked in a traditional Italian pizzaiolo's oven. That's just not going to happen. But it will still taste fantastic, and you will be proud that you made it. You may use this dough the same day you make it, but you'll probably find that it's got a better flavor and more easily workable texture after spending a night in the refrigerator. 
 
      On an interesting historical note, pizza dough of this type was originally fermented with brewer's yeast, not baker's yeast. This is a technique that's easy to replicate. Just visit your local homebrew supply shop (if you have one in your area), or order online. Brewers' yeast comes in a huge variety, but I suggest using an inexpensive packet of dry yeast (not liquid, as it's more expensive, and would probably give far more yeast character to the dough than you'd want), either ale or lager. In fact, if the place where your dough will be rising happens to be on the cold side, or if you're planning on trying out cold fermentation, there's no reason not to try using lager yeast, since it's bred specifically for the purpose of fermenting at cold temperatures. I can say from personal experience that it works as well as any other type of yeast I've used. The only downside to this practice is that brewer's yeast is far more expensive than baker's yeast, and it only comes in small quantities. But just for the sake of experimenting, it's not a huge investment. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flatbread 
 
      
 
      Of all the crust styles in this book, this one is probably the hardest to pin down to one specific incarnation, because it’s been made in a huge variety of forms in different regions, including Sicily, New Jersey, New York, Philadelphia, and Detroit, and others. In fact, there are so many variations on this basic style, it’s not even funny. I’d have to write another whole book just to cover all the substyles that have spun off from this one, and I have no intention of doing that- or at least not until I can retire comfortably with the proceeds of this book and take off on a ridiculously self-indulgent “research project” that takes me to all corners of the pizzaverse, so I can wax philosophical on all things flatbreadish and pizza-like and rub elbows with the elite of the pizzaioli. But I digress. It must be pointed out, however, that the original style of this crust is the one that hails from Sicily, and the more recent American interpretations of it are basically sub-categories of that one ‘mother’ style. 
 
      There are more similarities than differences in these various regional specialties, but since this is the impassioned and opinion-saturated world of pizza we’re talking about, it would be impossible to boil this style down to one ‘hybrid’ recipe that would satisfy everybody. Nevertheless, that’s just exactly what I’m attempting to do here anyway, as foolish as that sounds, because I have neither the time nor the resources at this point in my life to personally visit all of these different places just to get a taste of this style of crust in every region it’s made in and create a unique recipe for every one of them (at this time). But aside from the challenge of formulating (or maybe I should say ‘synthesizing’) a single ‘umbrella’ recipe to check off all the boxes required for this style, it’s a fairly forgiving style to work with. It makes a great platform for pizza toppings, it has a great bready flavor, and it can be made very easily, with only a couple of hours needed for preparation. 
 
      That having been said, it's not quite as versatile a dough as the others in this book, in my opinion, because it has a strong presence of it's own that has to be properly accommodated- or at least if you’re going more for a traditional Sicilian-style pie. It really performs at it's best without a heavy dose of cheese (or with no cheese at all) and with carefully chosen toppings. The kinds of toppings I'm talking about are those that would be found on a Sicilian-style pie, like anchovies, garlic, herbs, salami, intense varieties of olives, pepper flakes, etc. - in short, toppings of an intensely savory, piquant, or briny character. That's not to say that you can't make a simple tomato pie with this kind of dough, but mozzarella cheese should be used in moderation. We're talking about a thicker style of pie here, and we don't want to weigh it down with anything that might distract our taste buds from the intensity of the other toppings. We're looking for pure flavors that complement the yeasty character of the flatbread platform. And because this is a relatively thick pizza, you'll most likely serve olive oil on the side with any pizza you make this way, so you'll want to choose toppings that will taste good with olive oil. 
 
      One thing to keep in mind with this kind of pizza is that (at least with the Sicilian-style pie), it's traditional to actually push the toppings directly into the dough before you bake it. This may not be possible with everything you put on the pizza, but it is with things like olives and garlic cloves. Because this kind of dough is rich with olive oil, and somewhat thick, you should find working with it to be very easy. It's not at all fragile or temperamental, like a thin crust can be; it's very resilient and amenable to hand-shaping. 
 
      Naturally, you don’t have to use this recipe strictly for a traditional Sicilian-style pizza. You can use it to create pizzas in the other styles I mentioned, and put whatever you like on them. But by all means, you should still be careful not to make an especially heavy pie, because you want the character of the crust to play a supporting role, and not just act as a base to be covered over. To help put this in perspective, let me just tell you that, in fact, the pizza addicts of New York City are fond of comparing this style of pizza (known as a ‘square’) to more traditional New York-style thin-crust pizza (known as a ‘round’), and picking a favorite pizzeria for each style. To me, that says that the crust on this style of pizza needs to be allowed to stand out as a key player, on at least equal footing with the toppings, just like a thin-crust pizza. Or, in other words, just because you’re using a crust with more body, that doesn’t mean that you want to overwhelm it and make it a goopy mess. With respect to the balance of crust to toppings, think of the crust’s contribution in terms of it’s flavor and body, not it’s mass. This isn’t an ounce-for-ounce equation; it’s a distribution based on the balance of flavors and textures. It might take you a while to experiment with this style of crust before you see what I’m saying here, but I think you probably have some idea already. 
 
       If you haven't figured out yet by my description of this style of pizza as a thick bread, we're talking about a pizza that is distinctly different from the thin crust style in another way that is very important: softness. This is not an exceptionally crispy pizza. Or at least, it's not supposed to be if you make it correctly.  Then again…there are those in the pizzaverse who believe that this style of pizza is supposed to be crispy, but only on the bottom. The inside of this type of pizza really should be soft in any case, but a little bit of crispiness on the bottom is certainly not an unwelcome thing, and can add a nice textural contrast. The one thing that is absolutely mandatory according to stylistic guidelines is that this pizza is baked in a rectangular pan, but you can experiment with baking temps and times, and you can also try placing the pan on top of a preheated baking stone, to aid in giving the bottom of the crust a crispy finish. 
 
      Some people may find this kind of pie more approachable because it utilizes equipment that is a little simpler than that required to make thin crust pizza, and requires less special handling, and because it cooks at a temperature closer to that used in more traditional baking. And then there are people who just like a softer, thicker crust on their pizza, and for those people, this style of pizza has the added bonus of being easier to make, as well as being more amenable to their palate. Anyway, now that you have a pretty good idea of what this style of pizza is all about, here's the recipe: 
 
      
 
    3 ½ cups bread flour or all-purpose flour 
 
    1 ¼ cup warm water 
 
    2 tsp. active baker’s yeast or 1 package rapid-rise yeast 
 
    1 tsp. sea salt 
 
    ½ tsp. sugar 
 
    ¼ cup olive oil, plus more for oiling the baking pan 
 
      
 
      Dissolve the yeast in ½ cup of the water with the sugar and wait for it to foam. Meanwhile, mix the flour and salt. Then add the water with the dissolved yeast to the flour, along with the olive oil and the rest of the water. Mix dough thoroughly, then knead well for 5 to 10 minutes, until dough has achieved a silky texture. Then place the dough in a large bowl, cover it, and put it in a warm place and allow to rise for 2 to 3 hours, until it has doubled in size. Oil an 11” by 16” pan (preferably with a 1” thickness) well, then transfer the dough into it. Push the dough down, spread it to the edges of the pan, and let it sit and rise for another 30 minutes. Try to achieve the most even thickness possible. You may choose to poke the dough with small holes before you bake it, in the style of a focaccia bread, but this step is not really necessary. Place your toppings on it, pushing them in when you can, and bake your pizza at 400° for 25 to 30 minutes, until toppings are cooked and dough is browned but not too dark. Allow the pizza to cool for a minute or two, then carefully pull it out of the pan with a spatula and cut it on a cutting board. One very important tip to consider for this recipe: if you like this style of crust to be more on the fluffy side, let it bake for about five minutes with nothing on it, so that it can rise somewhat in the oven, then take it back out, top it, and bake it the rest of the way. 
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    An uncooked flatbread pizza, with some spinach, olives, and mushrooms, and minimal cheese. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The finished flatbread pizza. Not necessarily quite as picturesque as the other styles of pie, but quite tasty just the same. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Deep Dish 
 
      
 
      For some readers, this may be the section you've been waiting for. Maybe you've been to the Windy City (or live there) and had their world famous creation, or maybe you've got a pizzeria in your town that specializes in this style. Or maybe you've never really had this kind of pizza made properly at all, and are dying to see what it's all about. In any case, if you intend to make this style of pizza, be prepared to experience an incredibly savory pie that's not quite like any other. But keep in mind that the crust itself is also not at all like the kind you find in other styles of pizza. When we say 'crust' in the case of deep dish pizza, we're talking about something that acts like the crust on pot pie or dessert pie, not just as a crust with toppings on it. Think of this style of pizza as a true pie, and you'll understand how the type of crust that it uses is different from the others. 
 
      In addition to the shape of the crust, you'll find that the flavor and texture of this style of crust is quite different from what you've experienced before in other pizzas. It is crumbly more than it is crispy, and you eat it with knife and fork instead of with your hands. It's flavor doesn't usually have too much of the kind of yeast-derived or bready characteristics you’ll find in other styles (unless you let it ferment for a long time), and there is a strong suggestion of corn meal in the flavor and texture, although some believe that corn meal is not present in real Chicago deep dish pizzas (more on that later). All in all, this style really stands out from the others in this book quite a bit. 
 
      As mentioned in the section on required equipment, you will need a deep dish pizza pan if you want to make this style of pizza, but you don't have to spend a fortune on one. There are purists who claim that you must use a cast iron pan to make an authentic deep dish pizza, but you can definitely make a very pleasing pie with a pan made of a less expensive material. Or you can just use a cast iron pan of the kind you use for cooking on the stove top, if it's big enough for a pizza. My own deep dish pan is a fairly lightweight non-stick specimen that didn't cost an arm and a leg, and it works just fine for me. If you insist on using a cast iron pizza pan, you'll probably have a bit of a challenge finding one of these in a store, and may have to shop online. But as usual, you'll probably get the best price this way, anyway. 
 
      If you've never had a pizza in this style, you may be wondering exactly what it is. Those of us who come from the Great Lakes region may think this is an inconceivable statement, but there are plenty of people around who've never had it (or think they've had it, but really haven't), and may have it confused with a different style of pizza. To clear up any confusion you may have about it, the first thing you should know is that deep dish pizza is not pizza with a thick crust (the crust itself is thicker than thin crust, but nowhere near as thick as flatbread), or just thick-crusted pizza baked in a deep pan, although there are plenty of lame corporate renditions of the style that may have led you to believe this to be true. No, a true deep dish pizza is usually a heavy pie, chock full of ingredients and hearty, almost like a casserole. And, as the name makes clear, it's deep. It's knife and fork food, not some light and airy snack you can eat with one hand. It is thick, savory, comfort food, completely different from thin crust pizza, and for many who grew up eating it, it is the pizza, setting a standard which no other style of pizza can live up to. 
 
      In fact, if you didn't know it, there has been a debate raging for a very long time about which is the great American pizza: deep dish (Chicago-style) pizza, or thin crust ( New York-style) pizza. And as with most any debate, this one will almost certainly never end. For me, that's okay, because I love being “caught in the crossfire”. Pizza is the culinary love of my life. I love trying out many different incarnations of pizza, and I have no real loyalty to any one style. To pick out one style and camp out there for the rest of my life would be to deprive myself of the pleasure of the endless exploration of new flavors and textures that the world of pizza has to offer, and there's simply no good reason I can think of to do that. 
 
       But enough about me. This cookbook is for you, so here's your deep dish pizza crust recipe. 
 
      
 
    2 cups all-purpose flour or pastry flour 
 
    2/3 cup warm water 
 
    1/3 cup cornmeal 
 
    ¼ cup olive oil or corn oil 
 
    1 tsp. or 1 package active baking yeast 
 
    1 tsp. sugar 
 
    1 tsp. salt 
 
      
 
      Proof yeast in water. Meanwhile, combine all dry ingredients. Once the yeast is proofed, throw it in the flour mixture along with the oil. Mix ingredients well and knead for 5 minutes, until the dough is smooth.  Since we're making what should be a crumbly pie, there is no reason to knead the dough for an extended period of time, so don't over-do it. Now put it in a greased bowl and let it rise in a covered bowl for 2 to 3 hours. After the dough has risen, punch it down and knead it again for a couple of minutes. Then place it in a well-oiled deep dish pizza pan (actually, butter is the better choice, for authenticity) and let it rise again for 15 to 30 minutes. Fill the pizza dough with whatever ingredients you desire (which will be a lot- at least twice as much as you would use on a thin crust pizza), and bake it at 400° for 25 to 30 minutes (depending on the ingredients used), until the crust is golden brown and ingredients are fully cooked. If you've never had (or made) one of these pizzas before, you need to know that the order in which the pizza toppings are applied is different from other pizzas, with the cheese (oftentimes thick-sliced mozzarella, not shredded) on the bottom, then the toppings, then the sauce on top, finished with a  light dusting of Romano or Parmesan cheese. Are you hungry yet? Get cracking, and soon, you'll have one of these amazing pies for yourself. 
 
      But wait...there's more! Before we leave this topic behind, it must be said that (not surprisingly) there is a fair amount of controversy regarding the proper formulation of a true Chicago-style pizza crust. While this style of crust is known for it's buttery flavor and crumbly texture, there are some who claim that corn meal has never been used in their beloved hometown favorite, and that it's inclusion is a lame imitator's gimmick. Instead, according to these die-hard Windy City pizza purists, corn oil is responsible for those buttery and corny nuances, not corn meal, and the real reason the crust is so crumbly is because this oil is used in a high proportion, so that no significant amount of gluten ever takes shape. Who am I to argue? As much as I'd like to say that I've worked professionally as a maker of pizzas in Chicago, this is simply not the case. So what are we to do if we want to get to the bottom of this enigma and perfect our own version of this crust? Experiment, of course. But don't worry- I've already done the experimenting for you, and I've put together a recipe that I think serves as a worthy alternative to the first recipe. So, without further delay, I give you “Deep Dish Pizza Crust 2: Another One Bites the Crust”. Did I really just name a recipe like a movie sequel? Yes, I did. Deal with it. 
 
      
 
    1 ½ cup pastry flour (preferably) or all-purpose flour 
 
    ¾ cup pasta flour 
 
    ¾ cup warm water 
 
    ¼ cup corn oil 
 
    ¾ stick (6 Tbsp.) of butter 
 
    2 tsp. active baking yeast or 1 package quick-rise yeast 
 
    ½ tsp. sea salt 
 
    ½ tsp. sugar 
 
      
 
      Yeah, I know- this one looks a little weird at first glance. That's because it's my recipe, and when I make a recipe, I start from scratch and create it the way I think makes sense and test it to perfection myself, instead of just copying and pasting someone else's recipe and tweaking it a little to make it look unique. You'll also notice that I used corn oil and butter. This is just to make sure that we get that richness and crumbliness we're after. Read the instructions carefully as follows, and you'll find yourself in possession of a great deep dish pizza crust (and I do mean a pizza crust- this recipe is intended to yield enough dough for one extra-large pizza) in no time at all. 
 
      First, combine the yeast and sugar in the warm water and mix well, and let it sit for 10 to 15 minutes. Then combine the flour and salt in a large bowl. Once the yeast has   proofed, add the yeast and proofing water and the corn oil to the flour mixture. Now knead the dough mixture by hand or in a mixer for just a couple of minutes. Just like with the other recipe, we're going for a crumbly crust, so an extended kneading is just a waste of time, and counter-productive. Now cover the dough loosely and try to put it in a warm place if you can. Let the dough rise for at least 2 hours, until it has doubled in size. Meanwhile, put the butter in your freezer for about 15 minutes, until it has become hard but not too brittle. After this period, cut the butter into small chunks with a sharp knife, into sections of 4 lengthwise, and 12 widthwise. These are just guidelines, but you should cut the butter into small chunks. Try to do this quickly, so that the butter doesn't start to thaw out. Once the butter has been cut up, separate the pieces as well as you can, spread them out on a plate, and put it back in the freezer. Once the dough has doubled in size, punch it down somewhat, but leave some air. Now throw the cut-up butter into the dough and work it in gently, just into the surface, not too deep in. Then place the dough, butter-side down, into a well-oiled or sprayed pan (or even buttered, if you really want to go over the top), and gently spread the dough out over the surface of the whole pan, right up the sides.  Then proceed to fill the pie as outlined in the previous recipe, or according to your own design. Then bake the pie in the oven at 400˚for 35 to 40 minutes, until the crust is golden brown and the ingredients are well-cooked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And now for a little visual tutorial: 
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    Chopped butter. Chunks of around ¼” are just about right. 
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    Fully risen dough with chopped butter on top, ready to place in pan. 
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    Dough in pan, butter side down. A little stretching out, and this baby will be ready to fill. 
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    After a couple of minutes, the dough is stretched out and ready to be filled. Note that the rim on this pan is quite high, and there’s no need to fill it all the way to the top. About an inch to an inch-and-a-half is enough to fill the pie nicely, and we don’t want to stretch the dough out too thinly. 
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    First things first; sliced provolone (or provolone and mozzarella, more traditionally) cheese is layed out on the bottom before any other toppings are added, with the cheese on the outer edges pushed right to the top of the rim. This method helps ensure that moisture from the heavy layer of toppings doesn’t turn the bottom of the pizza soggy, and that a little cheese peeking out at the edges gets nicely browned and adds to the flavor. See how accommodating this pizza is? Even the last bite of each slice is delicious! 
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    Now that we’ve got the cheese layed out, it’s time to add our toppings. Pepperoni, onions, green peppers, black olives, and even a scattering of zucchini, add up to a magnificent mouthful of flavor. The more the merrier! 
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    Having piled on toppings to our heart’s content, it’s time to ladle some sauce over the top, and then sprinkle on some Parmesan and/or Romano cheese on top of that. This is one culinary labor of love that’s worth the effort. Now it’s time to bake it. 
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    Almost there, and it looks and smells like heaven! 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Now that’s what I’m talking about! Thirty-five or forty minutes in the oven, and pizza bliss is yours. Dinner at home is never quite the same once you’ve successfully cranked out one of these babies. 
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    At last, the fruits of your labor...or meats…or veggies…or whatever. Some pizza purists may scoff at such a preponderous pile of food on a plate, but this is your pizza, so have at it! 
 
      
 
    Intermezzo 2 
 
      
 
      Don't you just love how I spring these little diversions on you out of nowhere? One minute, you're wrapped up in the reverie of perfect pizza crust formulation, the next minute, I'm taking your attention off to who-knows-where. Trust me, it's all good. We need to take a break from talking about pizza crust to discuss exactly what you're going to be doing with them once you've got them completed, because that's kind of important, right? I know what you're thinking: “I know how to top a pizza, dude. You don't need to give me a lecture on that topic”. Well, actually, if you haven't done a whole lot of traveling in the pizzaverse, you may very well have only seen pizzas topped one way- sauce on the bottom, then cheese, then toppings. That's the traditional way, right? What other way is there to do it? Okay, there aren't necessarily a million and one ways to shake things up when it comes to the order of toppings on your pizzas, but within that somewhat limited order of operations, there are possibilities that are very important to consider, believe it or not. 
 
      Let's start with the aforementioned “traditional” order of toppings. Is that necessarily the best way to do it? It may be the way you're most accustomed to seeing, but does that mean it's done that way because that's what works best? It may come as a bit of a surprise to you, but to some people- myself included- that method is actually considered to be rather staid and not really optimal. Why is that? Well, for one thing, have you ever considered how the flavor of the sauce on a lot of pizzas (especially those topped with a lot of cheese) sort of fades into the background, and doesn't really make a major contribution? Even if the sauce was a knockout on it's own, it doesn't stand a chance of being fully appreciated under all that cheese and all those toppings. I won't even try to delve deeply into the food science that would explain this phenomenon. But suffice to say, if you reverse the position, with the sauce on top of the cheese, the flavor of the sauce comes through much more clearly, and you don't even need to use as much. A few strategically positioned dollops here and there are all that's necessary to create a well-balanced flavor. In fact, with this method, you can even use more than one type of sauce. I do it all the time, with tomato sauce and pesto. I use a spoon and plop little sauce bombs here and there, and leave some spots in between with no sauce at all. I love the flavor complexity this technique creates, and it also gives the added benefit of letting the cheese bake more directly on the crust, so that a more symbiotic flavor relationship between the two can emerge. And that's just one variation on the “traditional” topping layout. 
 
      Other possibilities exist, of course, and you'll find them easily if you just do a little bit of research. The Chicago-style deep dish pizza construction method is a good example to bring up, as I promised I would. For those of you who are already very familiar with this style of pizza, this information will not be anything new to you. For the rest of you, read on. In this style of pizza, the cheese (which is almost always in sliced form, not shredded) is laid down first, then the other ingredients are piled on top of the cheese, then the sauce is ladled over the top. Then the whole thing is given a final sprinkling of Parmesan and/or Romano cheese on top. If this method sounds somewhat counter-intuitive, remember that we're talking about a pizza that has a ton of stuff in it, almost like a casserole. With that in mind, it's not too hard to understand why you'd want the sauce to go over the ingredients, so that they don't get dried out and overcooked from the long cooking time, and so that they have a liquid medium in which their flavors can infuse and meld together. Another bonus of this approach is that the character of the sauce intensifies in the oven, as it picks up flavors directly from the toppings underneath, and it's own acids and sugars reach a point of equilibrium from the sustained heat. 
 
      Phew...this pizza flavor architecture stuff is kind of heady and complicated when you think about it, isn't it? Certainly more so than you might think if you never took the time to look very deeply into it. But that's why I'm guiding you along on this little exploration of topping arrangement geekery. It's not trivial stuff- or at least, it's not if you want to make great pizzas, and I want to make sure you have a decent tour guide along some of these topics that you might otherwise completely overlook. The way you put your pizza toppings together can really make or break the whole thing, as much as any other factor. 
 
      So from now on, I'd just like you to consider your topping arrangement more carefully, and really think about what makes the most sense. If you’re making a thin-crust pizza, and you're using more sauce than cheese, then it makes sense to leave the sauce on the bottom, as it will not be covered by a heavy blanket of cheese. If you're using delicate ingredients (like fresh basil) that might not take a high temperature in the oven well, leave them under the cheese. If you're using a combination of toppings that don't cook evenly at the same temperature, for the same amount of time in the oven, consider that maybe you should place them under or over the cheese according to the amount of direct ambient heat in the oven that they can tolerate for the duration of the cooking process . For instance, if you're using two kinds of meats, one which is already cooked and one that's raw, consider placing the cooked meat under the cheese, and placing the raw meat on top. And there are even some instances where you might not want to cook an ingredient on a pizza at all, but put it on after it comes out of the oven, so that it's flavor doesn't change from the heat, like with freshly grated Parmigiano Reggiano. 
 
      This isn't avant-garde or pretentious stuff we're talking about here. It's totally sensible and even intuitive, and you will definitely appreciate the difference this sort of fine-tuning makes in the finished product. The operative idea here is 'a place for everything, and everything in it's place'. That's a pretty good working definition for genius, and there's no place where it applies more suitably than in the world of the pizzaiolo as far as I'm concerned. Catch my drift? I thought so. 
 
      So now that we’ve had this little discussion, I’d like you to take a moment to consider how you might experiment the next time you make a pizza. How about making one half of the pizza with the ingredients under the cheese, and the other half with the ingredients on top, so that you can do a side-by-side taste comparison? Or how about if you place the sauce under the cheese on half, and on top of the cheese on the other half? Do something- anything that comes to mind that strikes you as a worthwhile exercise in your personal style development- and really take in the results in full measure. Rearrange the order of the toppings, try a mixture of cheeses or sauces, combine some cooked toppings and some raw, do whatever sounds good. Don’t stop yourself from trying something that’s been nagging away at you if you think it sounds too ‘crazy’, as long as you honestly believe that the final result is something worth eating, if it comes out right. As always, it’s your pizza, so make it your way. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 “Over the Top” Pizza Party Crust 
 
      
 
      As you may recall, earlier in this book, I mentioned the idea of using things like beer and herbs directly in your pizza dough. Well here's the part where you're actually going to do that. I gave this crust the name it has because it's loaded with flavor, but it's no more difficult to make than any other in this book, and it doesn't take long, either. And if you're looking for a real crowd pleaser, one that's good enough to pull out of the vault when you need to convince your friends to stay in and eat your pizza instead of going out to their favorite local haunt, this might just be the 'secret weapon' you've been waiting for. Of course, you might have to supply some good beer to go along with the pizza to seal the deal, but once your friends have had a pizza as good as the one you'll make with this crust, you'll be their new favorite pizza master, and you might just have to beat them out of your kitchen with your peel the next time they get a craving for pizza. 
 
      Needless, to say, this is not an Italian-style pizza crust, but a distinctly American creation, done in that world-renowned 'more is more' style we're known for.  But enough chit-chat. If you have the unmitigated gall to master the crust recipe that will put all of your friends' best pizza crust efforts to shame, I give you the details for “Over the Top” pizza crust: 
 
      
 
    3 ½ cups bread flour, all-purpose flour, high-gluten flour, or “00”flour 
 
    ½ cup corn meal (or semolina if you prefer) 
 
    1 bottle (12 oz.) good-quality pilsner or pale ale, warmed up to around 100˚* 
 
    ½ cup Parmesan, powdered or finely grated (of good quality, not the stuff in a green can) 
 
    1 egg yolk 
 
    2 tsp. sea salt 
 
    1 ½ tsp. powdered garlic 
 
    1 tsp. sugar 
 
    1 package quick-rise yeast or 2 tsp. active baker’s yeast 
 
    2 Tbsp. olive oil 
 
    *If you're using a beer that's bottle-conditioned, with live yeast in the bottle, keep an eye on your dough, because the extra yeast may activate quickly, and you may need to knock it down sooner than usual. 
 
      Proof the yeast in the beer for 15 minutes. Meanwhile, mix all dry ingredients in a large bowl. Once the yeast has finished proofing, add the yeast starter/beer and all the other ingredients. Knead the dough thoroughly by hand or by machine for at least 5 minutes, preferably more like 10. Now cover the bowl loosely and let the dough rise for at least 2 hours, or until it has doubled in size. As I said before, the added CO2 (and possibly extra yeast) from the beer means that you should keep an eye on the dough and check it more frequently than you normally would otherwise, like probably once every 30 minutes. I still suggest letting the dough rise for 3 to 4 hours,  but if you're finding that it wants to rise quickly and you get tired of babysitting it, you could probably call it good at 2 hours, as long as it has doubled in size and you've knocked it down at least once. As always, though, the longer the dough ferments, the deeper it’s flavor will be. As this is a somewhat wet dough, I strongly recommend popping it in the fridge for at least an hour after the main rise before you use it, or else it will probably be a bit shaggy and clumsy to handle, and difficult to stretch out. A short chilling period will help firm it up and make it more manageable. You can also let it sit in the fridge for a full day before use, and if you’re not planning on using it the same day you make it, I advise against letting it ferment at room temp for a full day, as the carbonation from the beer would probably dissipate more quickly, and potentially leave the dough with a flabby body. 
 
      Once it's finished, you can divide this dough into 3 or 4 lumps as usual, depending on the size of the finished pizzas that you want. I have prescribed a fairly wide range of options for the main flour in this recipe, and even I haven't really nailed down a favorite yet. The corn meal is there for a little crunch, and you can substitute your main flour in it's place if you'd rather not use it. And if you were surprised by the egg yolk, it's there for a little more leavening power, and to add just a touch more richness. I find that this dough works best with a medium thickness, but you can try it out with either a thin or medium thickness. It should have a relatively airy body, without quite as much crispiness as the thin crust from the first recipe, but it should still be able to hold up a 'deluxe' complement of toppings without too much drooping. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Midcentury Classic American Pizzeria Crust 
 
      
 
      This recipe is an attempt at a ‘throwback’ recreation of an historic style, one that is both ‘old school’, yet highly familiar and pleasing at the same time, and not something that the new wave of avant garde pizzaioli of today is keen to produce. The goal here is to produce a crust that is softer than most of the others in this book, with a nice chewiness and a simple and uncomplicated character that complements the flavors of the toppings well without competing. You will notice that two of the ingredients in this recipe are ones that haven’t been used or even mentioned in previous recipes. This is because- owing to the ‘throwback’ nature of this venture- I’m replicating techniques that I believe the old ‘mom and pop’ American pizzerias (which sometimes went on to become huge chains) of older generations were likely to have used. Having said all that, rest assured that this recipe is as simple to make as any of the others in this book, and I think you’ll be pleased with the results. And without further delay, here are the details: 
 
      
 
    4 cups bread flour or high-gluten flour 
 
    ¾ cup water 
 
    ¾ cup whole milk 
 
    1 ½ tsp. salt 
 
    1 ½ tsp. baking powder 
 
    1 tsp. active baker’s yeast or 1 package instant yeast 
 
    2 tsp. olive oil or other neutral oil 
 
      
 
      Mix all dry ingredients together, then add water, milk, and oil. Knead by hand or by machine for five to ten minutes, until dough is smooth. Let rise until doubled, then knock it down and let it rise again. Divide up into the usual portions. With active baker’s yeast, this recipe will probably take about six hours to fully ferment. With instant yeast, half that time should suffice. We’re not going for a crust with a huge amount of yeast-driven flavors here, so you don’t need to let it go too long; the baking powder is also in the mix to help with the rise in the oven. 
 
      You could go with the old trusted baking stone with this crust, but in keeping with tradition, it should really be baked in a pan. Bake it at 400º to 425º for ten to fifteen minutes, until toppings are cooked and cheese is golden brown. This style of crust will not get very crispy unless it’s cooked for quite some time, or at a higher temperature, and that’s not the goal here, anyway. Serve your pizza with a nice cold beer or good old American soda pop and enjoy. 
 
      
 
      And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the last of the recipes I have to give you which involve fermentation. In this quick little intermezzo, I'd like to remind you that, while it is difficult to top the classics, there is always room for experimentation, and without experimentation, there can be no progress. This is not to say that you can't just master the classics and call it good- far from it. If a great thin crust recipe is all you came here for, and you've got it nailed down, then I say thank you for coming along for this ride, and I hope you'll be happy with your pizzas for the rest of your days. If, on the other hand, you're pleased with the crusts you've made up to this point, but you're interested in fine-tuning your recipe formulation skills, keep reading, and we'll consider a different approach to crust. We'll also continue to broaden your understanding of the ingredients that go into pizza crust, and how you can use them.  We've covered a fair range of flavors and textures in that last section, and I'd be lying if I said that there was no way that any new crust styles could be created which offer new possibilities for your own special pizza creations. The field is yours for the exploration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Instant Pizza Crust 
 
      
 
      Okay, remember that section on shortening, where I alluded to an instant pizza crust recipe? Well, this is it. I could have also called this one “cracker crust”, because it tends to have a crispy character, and can be rolled out quite thinly. Those of you who are reading this book who like their crust on the crispy side will find this recipe to their liking (I think), but if you don't like it, the next logical step is to start experimenting on your own to perfect your version of this style. This is a very simple template, and it’s easy to tweak it to your own liking, with a little imagination.  Is this style of crust as good as the others that are fermented? That depends on your taste. It's definitely as good (in my opinion) as a half-way decent frozen pizza crust. And when you can use a very small amount of ingredients and make a perfectly usable crust in the time it takes to pick out a movie to watch while you're eating it (seriously), how picky can you really be? Okay, I know I'm writing this book for people who are crazy about pizza, but you know what I mean, right? 
 
      Anyway...this recipe only makes one pizza dough, and it can be rolled out to about 12”, at which point it will be quite thin- somewhere between a nickel and a credit card. It will rise a little bit during baking, and will not be quite as thin when it's finished. You can pile a fair amount of toppings on this crust without it becoming overwhelmed, and it's flavor is pretty darn good considering the amount of time it takes to make it. Obviously, you can scale this recipe up if you want to make more than one pizza. And you could also throw on some herbs or garlic powder or whatever, to help give it some extra pizazz. So, to get to the point, here's the recipe: 
 
      
 
    7/8 cup all-purpose flour* 
 
    1/8 cup corn meal or semolina flour 
 
    ¼ cup water 
 
    4 tsp. shortening (or lard) 
 
    ½ tsp. sea salt 
 
    ¼ tsp. baking powder 
 
      
 
    *You can also use other types of flour, such as bread flour, high-gluten flour, etc.- whatever you like, but as there will be no gluten development resulting from fermentation here, it might just be a waste of good flour. I suggest using all-purpose flour the first time you use this recipe, then experiment with other types of flour in future batches if you think it's worth it. 
 
      
 
      Mix all dry ingredients first, then add the water and shortening. Mix all ingredients very well, until you get a smooth and workable dough, but don't worry about kneading. That's not necessary here, as there will be no fermentation involved. For this particular dough, I do strongly recommend using a rolling pin to flatten the dough out as much as possible and achieve the maximum surface area. If you don't, you probably won't get the dough to stretch out as far as you'd like. If you want the crust to be a bit thicker, and you don't mind getting a smaller pizza, that's fine. But be aware that a thick crust of this type, because it's somewhat dry, and isn't going to experience much aeration during baking (unlike other thick types of crust, like flatbread or focaccia), might be a bit obtrusive, and distract your taste buds' attention away from the toppings. That's a fancy and over-worded way of saying that you might feel like you're chewing on a mouthful of crust, instead of enjoying all the other stuff on the pizza, because the crust is too thick. You will find that this dough has a fairly firm texture, and will stretch out further than you expect without breaking, but it will only stretch out to about 12” at the most before it starts to tear and fall apart. For this reason, I recommend that you roll the dough out directly on a peel, so that you won't have to transfer it and risk having it fall apart on the way. 
 
      You can bake this crust pretty much any way you want, but I personally don’t recommend taking the oven temp much past 425°, to avoid heat-shocking it and drying it out too quickly. And because this is a recipe where there’s not a whole lot of moisture involved, I suggest not using a baking stone, because that might suck out too much moisture and make the crust too dry and hard. Then again, this is just another recipe that you can tweak to your liking, and if you feel like adding more liquid in order to achieve a more airy body, that’s your call. Instant pizza crust is yet another field of exploration that’s wide open to whatever path you choose, and this recipe is just an introduction to it. Explore this topic further if it interests you, and I’m quite certain that you could probably come up with something that pleases you better than this recipe in no time at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Olive Oil Crust 
 
      
 
     I'll admit right off the bat that this recipe is a little bit of a stretch for pizza crust, and falls a little closer to a tart crust recipe. But if you expand your definition of pizza just a little bit, and view it as a sort of savory tart instead of a pie, I think you'll find that it offers some interesting possibilities. Personally, I like this crust topped with caramelized onions and blue cheese, or bacon and leeks, with a different kind of sauce than a traditional tomato sauce. It takes a topping of pesto very well, or an olive tapenade. Look at this crust as a sort of 'escape' from traditional pizza crusts, where you can really push the boundaries and try out some wild toppings. It does have a somewhat crumbly nature, but can still take on a fairly generous blanket of toppings without falling apart. Okay- if you just want to call this a 'tart crust', I guess I can't really argue with that. But that's no reason not to give this recipe a shot, is it? So now that I've got you sold on trying this one out (right?), here are the specs: 
 
      
 
    3 cups all-purpose flour or pastry flour 
 
    4 large eggs 
 
    ½ cup olive oil 
 
    1 tsp. salt 
 
    1 tsp. baking powder 
 
    ½ tsp. sugar 
 
      
 
      Mix all dry ingredients in a food processor. Then add the eggs and the oil. Now pulse a few times until the mixture sticks together and forms a ball, but don't over-mix it. Once the dough is mixed, roll it with a rolling pin on a floured surface, then spread it out into an oiled or buttered 11” by 17” pan, or just place the dough directly in the pan and spread it out by hand. Bake it at 375º for 15 to 20 minutes, until the outer crust is medium-brown and toppings are cooked. Cut the final pizza into rectangular pieces. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
     So far, so good. Just throw it in and mix it up. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
     Hand-shaping gives a nice rustic, home-made quality. Nobody would ever mistake this for a take-out pizza, that’s for sure. Note the golden color from the eggs, and the slight oily sheen on the surface from the olive oil. 
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     Now it’s starting to look more like a pizza…or maybe just a dance party for vegetables? 
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    Ah, yes, the cheese. Something tasty is definitely taking shape here. 
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    You might not recognize this as pizza in the traditional sense, but it’s a nice change of pace. This particular pie was enjoyed with pesto on the side for dipping, but you can let your imagination guide you to whatever sounds good to you. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Other Crust Ideas 
 
      
 
      While I've covered a fairly broad range of crust styles, there are still some modifications and spin-offs that I believe merit mentioning, just for the sake of completeness. Any of these ideas can be tried any time you make dough, and most of them require no extra work or ingredients at all. 
 
      
 
    Calzone: Any time you have a batch of dough on hand ready to use, you can always make a calzone instead of a pizza. While there are undoubtedly some variations on this style that are proprietary to individual pizzerias, the basic concept is very simple: just take a pizza dough (usually a small one if it's just for one person, which it usually is), cover one half of it with toppings of your choice, fold it over, and pinch the edge to seal it shut. Then cut at least one small slit on top to let the heat from inside escape as it bakes, and let it bake as you would a regular pizza. That's it. Personally, I like to brush the crust of a calzone with a light coating of olive oil to give it nice crispness on the outside and to keep it from getting excessively dry and burnt, as there are no toppings on it to shield it from the heat of the oven. 
 
      The only drawback with this entree is that, since all the ingredients are inside, where you can't see them, it's impossible to visually gauge if they're fully cooked. This is especially a concern when you're using raw meat. The best practice is to cook at a somewhat lower heat setting than you would for a pizza- say around 400º- 425º, and let it go until the outer crust is well-browned, but not too dark. To be on the safe side, you could insert a thermometer inside to gauge the temperature. If you get a reading of at least 165º inmultiple spots and the crust is well-browned, you should be good to go. 
 
      One historical note that should be mentioned is that this entree is often served with the sauce on the side, for dipping, and that quite a few purists insist that this is the proper traditional practice. You can eat it however you choose to, of course, but I will concede that including the sauce on the inside can make for a scorching hot, gooey mess that takes a long time to cool down enough to eat. Another point to mention is that ricotta cheese is considered by some to be mandatory for stylistic accuracy, if that concerns you. 
 
      The ideal formulation for calzone dough should probably be on the simple side, with one good-quality flour and a flour-to-water ratio like what you would use for thin crust or Neapolitan crust. You could also jazz up a calzone by giving it a sprinkling of herbs and/or Parmesan on the top, or even a light coating of melted butter. The possibilities are as endless here as they are with pizza. 
 
      
 
    Stromboli: This is another pizza-like delicacy, but it's rolled instead of folded, and it's usually closer in size to an appetizer instead of a full entree. Due to it's rolled nature, and the fact that it's less substantial than it's cousin the calzone, ingredients are used more sparingly, and are usually in the form of a cold-cut meats, like salami or capicola- plus cheese, of course, and some sauce- again, often served on the side. Unlike a calzone, a stromboli starts out with a rectangular or square dough, so you would need to use a rectangular pan to shape the dough, or just flatten it out and cut it into the desired shape. An 11”x 17” pan should give enough surface area for two stromboli doughs, side-by-side, with the doughs divided down the middle of the pan, widthwise. All you need to do is place your toppings on top of the stromboli dough, leaving around half an inch of space around on all sides, roll it up, cut a few small slits on top, give it a light coating of olive oil, and pinch the ends shut. Then bake it like you would a calzone. Pretty simple, really, and a very nice change of pace when you want to go for a pizza-like goodie in a smaller package. 
 
      As with calzones, the dough formulation would ideally be simple, although you may want to go with a somewhat higher proportion of water, to allow for a more airy finished crust. In fact, some sources state that the dough used for stromboli is actually bread dough not, not pizza dough.  Another tip: use thin-sliced cheese, instead of shredded, to make the stromboli easier to roll up. 
 
      Another spin-off of the stromboli that you may have encountered is the pizza roll, or pepperoni roll (not to be confused with the pepperoni roll that hails from West Virginia- a passionately beloved state culinary icon that I won't even begin to opine about, as I've never been anywhere near there). Unfortunately, the closest you've probably ever come to this item is in a grocery store freezer, and probably haven't ever had any that were really worth the bother. But in your skilled hands, this could be a pretty satisfying snack or appetizer. Essentially, this is just a stromboli which has been sub-divided into shorter lengths, of around 1 ½” or 2”. If you know how to make a stromboli, there's only one more step to make pizza rolls, and that's to cut it up into shorter pieces. You could either seal the ends, as with a stromboli, or leave them open. 
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    The humble beginnings of a stromboli: prosciutto, provolone, and wilted spinach laid out in a simple dough, waiting to be rolled up and cooked. It doesn’t take much in the way of ingredients or effort to make a stromboli that really sings, as long as you’ve got a solid dough. 
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    A pizza cocoon? Sort of. A rolled-up stromboli, pinched off at the ends and sliced a few times on the top side to allow steam to escape. Next stop: a baking stone in a hot oven. 
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    The freshly baked stromboli, oozing deliciousness. A little olive oil for dipping, or maybe pesto or marinara sauce, and you’ve got a great meal or side dish. 
 
      
 
    Panzerotti (or panzarotti): Okay- truth be told, I've never made this item at home myself, and I don't personally know anybody else who has. For that matter, I can't remember the last time I ever came across it at a restaurant, either.  To a lot of people, this is a fairly obscure concoction, and it's quite possible you've never even heard of it unless you happen to have a restaurant in your town that serves it. In a nutshell,  panzerotti (the i at the end of the word indicates that it's plural, so the spelling is technically wrong when referred to a single item, but you’ll rarely see it spelled any other way ) are pockets of dough that are filled with sauce and cheese, and sometimes meat, and deep-fried. They are usually shaped like a calzone, only smaller, or are occasionally shaped more like large ravioli, and are sometimes referred to as calzoni fritti in Italian. 
 
      As this item is obviously outside the scope of a pizza cookbook, I bring it up only to suggest that you consider it as an option for you to explore. If the idea of deep-frying at home scares you or just puts you off, this is one thing that may not interest you to make. But if you do decide to go for it, I'd suggest using a simple dough formulation and just take one 12” rolled dough and cut it into four to six slices- then fill them with whatever you choose, give the edges a brushing with egg whites, fold them over and crimp the edges with a fork, and let them sit in the refrigerator for at least fifteen minutes for the edges to seal before you fry them. Fry them in whatever oil you choose until they're golden brown and serve them as an appetizer or as a main course. 
 
      
 
     Breakfast Pizza:  This might not sound like anything revolutionary or new, but once you’ve had it, wow- what a game-changer! This works best if you just par-bake a crust most of the way through, then top it with whatever breakfast stuff sounds good to you, and bake it again for a couple of minutes. I like mine with some cheesy scrambled eggs or eggs over-medium, and maybe some potatoes, and breakfast meats either on the pizza or on the side. Be warned: once you start having your breakfast like this, it’s very hard to go back to having it any other way! My recommendation for flour on the crust on this one is durum, but there are numerous other varieties that work great as well. 
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    Now that’s what I call a breakfast fit for a pizzaiolo! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Experimenting With Dough 
 
      
 
      Now that we've covered the basic types of dough, it's time to move on to a discussion about how to come up with your own special crust creations. Why? Well, you don't have to create your own unique dough recipes if you don't want to, but since you're going to have to tweak your dough-making techniques for your own kitchen anyway, you might as well take the next step and learn the fundamentals of formulating dough recipes while you're at it, right? “But I don't want to do that, Randy”, you might be thinking. Well, like I said, it's up to you, but as far as I'm concerned, there's no better way to learn how to make perfect pizza dough than creating your own recipes from scratch, with no recipe to use at all. And actually, there might very well be times when you only have certain ingredients on hand, and you don’t or can’t get to the store to obtain the ones you want. And in these cases, it’s important to know what to expect from the stuff you have to use, even if it isn’t what you really want to be using. So keep in mind that with some of these ingredients that I’m not necessarily giving them my endorsement, but rather trying to help you understand how to use them if they’re all you’ve got to use, or if you’re just curious about them and want to give them a try. 
 
      Are you on board for this? Yes? No? If the answer is “yes”, then read on. If you'd rather just use the recipes I've given you, there's nothing wrong with that. Just remember, if you feel that your dough isn't coming out like you want it to, you should come back to this section and read it, for your own development as a pizzaiolo. Okay? 
 
      If you're still here, I'd like to begin with a discussion of the various types of dough that are available to use that you may find attractive as options for use in your own unique dough recipes. I don't intend to get overly technical in this discussion, just enough that we have a mutually understood framework of terms and ideas to use in our process of creating pizza dough. Obviously, all of these flours can be used for making many other types of baked products besides pizza dough, but for the sake of staying on topic and not boring you to death, I'll confine my focus to pizza dough. 
 
      Just a brief preface to this section: the types of flour I'm making reference to here are specified as they are commonly named in the U.S. market, and they do have equivalents (or very close equivalents) in other parts of the world, under different names. For those of you who aren't American, some of the non-American equivalents of these types of flour are given different names according to milling type or ash content. You might have to do a little research to determine the right kind of flour you should be using, depending on where you live. Of course, I might be a little presumptuous in thinking that this book will make it's way outside of my home country, but I'm on a mission to spread the pizza obsession as far as I can, of course- as you hopefully will be as well, after you've finished reading this book and perfecting your pizzas. Laugh with me here, please- I know you're just as much of a pizza addict as I am if you're still reading this, right? 
 
      Okay, so I guess the best topic to address first is the types of flour available for use in pizza dough. There is a bewildering variety of different types of flour to choose from, and if you’re not an experienced baker, you might feel clueless as to what kind to pick out and play around with. Trust me- when it comes to flour, your instincts will develop quickly as you start to build up a repertoire of successfully mastered crust recipes. It’s not just an intellectual thing; it’s a kinesthetic/body memory thing. Once you start getting more experienced with different types of flour, your whole outlook on making pizza will become clearer and more focused, and when you get to the point where you’re ready to start formulating your own recipes, you will feel your way through the process as comfortably as you think through it. But I think I’ve blathered on long enough with this ‘feelings’ mumbo jumbo, right? Let’s get down to the geeky stuff now. 
 
      
 
    All-purpose Flour: As the name implies, this type of flour (a.k.a. ‘a.p. flour’) is a more-or-less universal product that can be used any time a recipe just calls for “flour” or “white flour”, without specifying what type. It’s a ‘middle of the road’ product, falling somewhere between cake flour and high-gluten flour on the protein scale, and it’s designed to be used in a wide variety of applications (obviously), although it doesn’t necessarily excel at all of them.  It can definitely be used in pizza dough, and you may find that you don't feel the need to use anything else, if you’re not as picky as some of us pizza addicts are. I’m listing it here mainly because it’s the most widely available and affordable type of flour, and the one you’re quite likely to grab at the store when you’re just getting started on this whole ‘pizza obsession’ thing, whether it finds it’s way into your perfected crust recipes or not. 
 
      This is the main type of flour that you'll find in the grocery store, and it comes in three basic varieties: bleached, unbleached, and organic (which as far as I know, is always unbleached). Personally, I don’t use this stuff all that often for pizza, but when I do, I always use the unbleached variety because I just like to use a more natural product, and I don't feel the need for my pizza dough to have an especially light color. Additionally, I feel that the depth of flavor obtained with bleached flour is usually far inferior to what I get from unbleached flour.  While I can't necessarily make a detailed scientific explanation for why this is so, common sense tells me that the bleaching process simply scrubs out a lot of the character of the flour. This type of flour has an 8 to 11% protein content, most of which is in the form of gluten. Unbleached flour typically has slightly more protein than it's bleached counterpart. It is made entirely from wheat, with a blend of hard and soft varieties, but is highly processed. As the protein content can vary significantly with a.p. flour, with some varieties falling pretty close to the range of pastry flour, attention must be paid when using it so that you don't end up with dough that's overly soggy and sticky if you've used too much water. 
 
      
 
    Whole Wheat Flour: This is made from the whole kernel of wheat, and is far less processed than white flour. It is much higher in fiber than white flour, but contains significantly less gluten, meaning that it’s somewhat ill-advised to try to make a pizza dough entirely from this grain alone. You may have encountered whole wheat crust as an option at a pizzeria or two, but it's nowhere near as popular as old-fashioned white pizza crust. If you're a fan of this style, it's not hard to come up with a recipe that will work for you. I'd suggest substituting about 50% of the white flour with wheat for a start and go from there, and be sure to give the dough at least a few minutes of kneading. Some sources advise that you should let any dough made with whole wheat flour rest for a good fifteen minutes between mixing and kneading, to allow for thorough hydration of the grain to occur, thus maximizing the possibility of good gluten development. This sounds like reasonable advice to me, and thus I'm passing it on. Although this flour has become more popular in pizza dough in recent years, I have declined to include a dough recipe that uses it because I've chosen to focus on fundamental and traditional recipes and let you develop your own recipes through experimentation. 
 
      
 
    White Whole Wheat Flour: This is a relative newcomer in the U.S. market (or at least it has seen a recent resurgence in public interest), but has been grown for many decades in Australia. You will not see this in every grocery store in town, but it is usually not too hard to find. It is made from hard white spring wheat, as opposed to the traditional red wheat that is used in regular whole wheat flour, thus the lighter color. It is generally considered to have a less 'wheaty' flavor than whole wheat flour, but with the same fiber content. It’s protein content is usually around 13%- about the same as bread flour. But as it's still whole wheat flour, it has the same limitations with gluten development as the 'regular' variety. These qualities mean that this is a flour you might seriously consider using if you wish to create your own whole wheat pizza dough recipe, but want something with a less pronounced wheat character, and it has the added bonus of being less processed than a.p. flour. 
 
      
 
    Bread Flour: This is white flour with a small amount of malted barley flour and other trace ingredients added which are intended to aid yeast and give the gluten more elasticity. It's protein content is usually about 12 to 13%. I find that it gives my dough that chewiness I love, and a fuller flavor than all-purpose flour. I use it on a regular basis in my pizza doughs, and it is (along with “00” and semolina flour) one of the only types of flour besides all-purpose flour that I insist you must experiment with at least a few times, if you really want to create your own pizza crust recipe that you like the best. Nowadays, it is easily found in any grocery store, in regular and organic varieties. 
 
       There is somewhat of a controversy involving this type of flour, and that is because of the fact that it is often bromated (treated with potassium bromate- a substance which is technically a carcinogen), for the purpose of enhancing the gluten character of products made with it. There is considerable concern among some health-conscious bakers about the use of this substance in flour, and for this reason, some people choose to avoid bread flour that utilizes this substance, and I tend to go along the same path. Unbromated bread flour is absolutely available if this is a concern for you.  
 
      
 
    High Gluten Flour: This is very similar to bread flour, but has a higher protein level, sometimes as much as about 2% higher, which is fairly significant. This can make for a finished crust that is denser and chewier than one made with bread flour- even more than you may like.  It is often called for in bagel recipes, if that tells you anything. It also has more of a tendency to be overly dry if you don't use enough water, in my experience. 
 
      Rumor has it that this type of flour is the standard variety used in most well-established New York City pizzerias that craft the pies in their city’s classic, traditional style- which makes a pretty persuasive selling point for those wishing to design such a crust.  You just have to find some first, which will most likely require ordering online, because it’s definitely not something you’re going to find hanging around your local grocery store. If you do get your hands on some, I recommend doing side-by-side mini-batch comparisons against bread flour, just to see what you think. 
 
      Cake Flour: This is a very soft flour, with the lowest protein content of any wheat flour, and high starch content. As the name suggests, it's main use is in cakes and other baked desserts, where a soft texture is required. It is also generally used in recipes where yeast is not involved. This one may be a bit out of place in the world of pizza dough, but still possibly worth playing around with. It's soft texture necessitates that you use less water than you would if you were using other types of flour, or else you'll get a dough that's overly pasty and difficult to work with. 
 
      In my somewhat limited experience with this flour, I have found that it can make a usable pizza dough, but crusts made exclusively with it will have a rather unremarkable body, being neither very chewy nor crispy, and will lack the depth of flavor obtained with other types of flour.  The reasons for these issues are undoubtedly it's low protein content, it's highly processed nature, and the fact that it's pretty much always bleached, at least as far as I've seen. But I have seen at least one pizza dough recipe that called for it, from a highly respectable source, and if you prefer your pizza crusts with a simpler and less chewy character, this might very well be a type of flour you want to experiment with. 
 
       I will say that crusts made exclusively with this type of flour seem to be able to take a very high baking temperature- in excess of 500° F- without any excessive charring. I have also mixed it with pasta flour, at a rate of two parts cake flour to one part pasta flour, with a flour-to-water ratio of 4:1.25, and the resulting crust definitely showed promise, having a nicely balanced crunch-to-chew ratio, and a fairly light body- just not a whole lot of aeration, and a somewhat simple flavor. Use it at your discretion, but be prepared to tweak it a lot to get a product you're happy with. 
 
      
 
    Pastry Flour: This is similar to cake flour, but with a protein content that's closer to that of all-purpose flour. It's main use if for cookies, biscuits, pie crusts, pastries (obviously); anywhere that you would want a finished product that's flaky or crumbly. Like cake flour, it does not develop a whole lot of gluten compared to flours with a higher protein content, and it's usually used in recipes that don't include yeast. Accordingly, you may find that it does not contribute the qualities that you desire in pizza dough, but you may still want to experiment with it. This is one of those types of flour that I keep an open mind about, but I only find limited applicability for it in pizza dough. However, I have specified it for use in at least a couple of my recipes, and if you find a pizza dough recipe from elsewhere that calls for this kind of flour, I highly encourage you to try it out and see what you think. 
 
      
 
    “00” (“double-zero”) Flour: As I mentioned before, this is the flour used in genuine Italian pizza dough, the one that 'started it all'. For that reason, I probably should have listed this one first, but because it's something that you'll only encounter if you do some serious pizza research, I wanted to start with the most ubiquitous varieties first.    
 
      This is made from durum wheat, as opposed to the red wheat that's used for all-purpose flour. This means that the character of the gluten it develops is a little different, having a little bit more bite but not as much chew, or so the common consensus seems to be. It is as soft a flour as you'll ever find, almost like talcum powder, but despite what those not 'in the know' mistakenly believe,  it still has a protein content that's usually on the high side- around 12.5% - about the same as that of bread flour.  
 
      You will occasionally see references to the rinforzato (reinforced, or high-gluten) variety of this flour, but the common belief in the professional baking world seems to be that there is really no significant difference between this variety and the regular one, and the name is just a meaningless marketing ploy. But having experimented with both varieties, I must say that I disagree with that idea. I have used the rinforzato variety myself, and I will say that it didn’t feel as soft to me as the regular stuff, and it made for a crispier crust. But while I’m on the subject, I must also point out that I have encountered products claiming to be “00” flour that looked and felt just like bread flour to me, and didn’t produce the kind of end result that I’ve gotten with what I think is ‘the real stuff’. So if you ever come across any flour in your travels that claims to be of this variety, and the packaging allows you to take a look inside, I strongly urge you to inspect it as closely as you can, to see if it really has the kind of fineness that it should have. 
 
     If you choose to experiment with “00” flour, just remember that kneading helps bring out it's best quality- in fact, the longer the better, up to a point. As I mentioned in the recipe for Neapolitan pizza dough, it benefits greatly from a long, gentle kneading, to promote optimal gluten development. If you'd like to use this type of flour, but either can't seem to track it down or don't want to pay it's elevated cost, many professional bakers and chefs prescribe a mixture of one part cake flour to three parts all-purpose flour as a reasonable substitute. I can't say that I necessarily agree with this idea, having worked with this type of flour extensively and compared it to other types. I'm not really sold on the idea that flour can be substitued based solely on the basis of it's protein content and texture. I think there are some things that just can't be emulated in a convincing way, and just zeroing in on the metrics and making a calculated gamble is not a sure shot to success. But if you do choose to go this route, I will say that it would probably help to sift the flour to help emulate the “00” flour's extreme fineness. Having said that, though, I feel obliged to reiterate that this fineness is not an indication of a low protein content, and that if you do choose to play around with substitutes, keep that fact in mind when you choose your flour types. 
 
      Some pizza dough purists feel that there's really no acceptable substitute for this flour, but you should do a side-by-side comparison with the aforementioned substitute mixture (or with just all-purpose flour) to see for yourself. It's a simple and relatively inexpensive experiment that you should only have to perform once to settle the question. 
 
      Personally, I have experimented extensively with this type of flour, and in my experience, I'm just as happy with bread flour. If I happen to come across it a specialty store at a reasonable price, I'll pick some up just to have it around, but it's not an indispensable item for me. However, there are many world-class class pizzerias that use it exclusively (especially in Italy, where using any other variety would be unthinkable), and I'm not attempting to make any kind of absolute qualitative statement here, just a statement of opinion that reflects my own personal taste. Even though it is not necessarily my favorite type of flour, I do feel strongly that all serious pizzaoli in training should try this out, just so that they've shown respect to the original Italian tradition of pizza-making, if for no other reason.  
 
      
 
    Semolina Flour: This flour is made from durum wheat, the hardest type of wheat grown, as opposed to the hard red wheat used in all-purpose or bread flour. It is very high in protein - usually just about 14%, compared to an average of around 8 to 11% for all-purpose flour, which puts it pretty much right in the same range as high gluten flour. By now, you've no doubt detected my affinity for this type of flour, and I do highly recommend that you play around with it. You can use it in higher proportions than what I prescribe in my basic thin crust recipe, if you like it's flavor, but I do recommend that you increase the water content accordingly, due to it’s rather firm granular nature, unless you like your crust on the crunchy side. This flour is available in either coarsely ground or finely ground varieties, and I usually use the coarsely ground type. I think I've adequately described it's character and it's benefits in earlier sections, so I'll move on. 
 
      
 
    Durum flour: Like semolina flour, this is (obviously) made from durum wheat. The major difference between this type of flour and semolina flour is that it is milled much more finely. They have similar intended purposes, and similar flavor. I have made batches of dough with this flour alone, and I can say for certain that, as far as body is concerned, it works very well; or at least better than all-purpose flour, by my reckoning.  To be totally honest, though, this is one of those flours that has a fairly distinct and pronounced flavor of it's own that's not necessarily a 'one size fits all' kind of thing. I find it delectable, but others might find it to be somewhat obtrusive compared to other types of flour. In conjunction with other flours in the same dough, this robust character would probably not be as noticeable.  This is definitely not the easiest type of flour to track down, but it's not particularly expensive, and if you don't like what it does in your pizza dough, you can always use what's left over for making noodle dough (if you feel like delving into that process). If you happen to come across some, I strongly recommend that you grab it and play around with it. Enough said. 
 
      
 
    Barley Flour: This is flour made from ground whole barley. It has less gluten than all-purpose flour, but far more fiber. It is reputed to have a slightly nutty flavor. In my experience, it has a rather strong flavor and a sticky texture, and it tends to oxidize quickly, making for a very dark-colored crust, even when it's mixed with other flours.  I doubt that this type of flour has been used in pizza dough very often, as I've definitely never seen a recipe that called for it, but there's no reason why you couldn't play around with it if you were so inclined. You'd just have to find some first, which would probably take some scouting around. Personally, I have come across it at Indian grocery stores.  Incidentally, it's somewhat pricey compared to other types of flour. People who are allergic to wheat, but are not gluten intolerant, may find this flour to be an interesting option to experiment with. 
 
      
 
    Rye Flour:  This is flour made from rye berries and rye grass, so it doesn't really come from a grain in the sense of the other types of flour that we've discussed, but it does contain some gluten. It comes in different shades of color, and it's flavor is usually described as somewhat sour. Much of the flavor that people associate with rye bread actually comes from other ingredients in it besides the rye itself, like molasses and caraway seeds, so a pizza dough made with rye flour wouldn't taste anything like rye bread. 
 
       Okay, I know this one definitely sounds totally nuts at first glance. But look around on the internet for rye pizza dough recipes, and you'll be surprised at how many you'll find. I've only experimented with it once in pizza dough, in a small proportion, and I can't honestly say that I really detected it's presence very strongly. I know of at least one highly regarded pizzeria in California that uses a little bit of rye flour in their pizza dough recipe, so don't write it off too hastily. Personally, I don't really plan on experimenting with it any more unless I come across a recipe that calls for it that sounds really intriguing, but I always try to keep an open mind, and I encourage you to do the same. 
 
      
 
    Potato Flour (Gluten-free): This is more or less just ground, cooked potatoes. For whatever reason, it is rather expensive, and you may have to scout around a bit to find it. I've only experimented with it in pizza dough once, and I wasn't too pleased with the results. But that's no reason why you shouldn't try your hand with it if you find the idea appealing. It has a fairly high starch content compared to other types of flour (as you would expect), but no gluten, and almost no protein. It tends to have a pretty sticky and mealy texture when it's moisturized, in my experience, which makes it somewhat difficult to work with in a dough. This is an ingredient that is commonly used in bread, and is reputed to give a moist crumb, so there may be a use for it in pizza dough. I just haven't found it yet, but you might. 
 
      
 
    Oat Flour: This is basically just ground oats, and you can easily make your own by grinding oats into a fine powder in a food processor, as I have. It is reputed to contribute slightly more moisture than wheat-based flour. If you want to buy some, you will have to do a little searching around, but it's not as hard to come by as some other types of flour. As far as how it performs in pizza dough, it should give a pretty neutral flavor, and won't change the texture of the dough dramatically, but you can only use so much of it in any batch, because it contributes very little protein (the typical protein content for quick oats being only around 2.5%, far lower than that for wheat-based flours, although raw unprocessed oats have around 17%). 
 
      Apparently, there is some controversy about whether oat flour is actually gluten-free. Some purists say to avoid any oats or oat flour where the packaging doesn't specifically label it as gluten-free, because there may be trace amounts of other grains present due to cross-contamination. And there are others who advise staying away from any kind of oat product at all if you've got celiac disease. I'll leave it up to you to decide whether this is an important topic of consideration for you. I've used it at a proportion of about one-quarter of the total flour, mixed with another wheat-based flour, and the finished result was just fine. But it was not among my favorites in terms of flavor or texture. The important thing to remember here, though, is that if you're developing a dough recipe for someone with a gluten sensitivity (who can digest oats with no problem), this is a flour that's pretty cheap and easy to procure, and doesn't contribute any strong flavors of it's own that will clash with your pizza toppings. Those are pretty strong selling points in my book. You just can't use it as the only grain in any dough recipe. 
 
      
 
    Chickpea Flour (Gluten-free, a.k.a. Garbanzo Bean Flour or Besan): This is another gluten-free free option that's relatively inexpensive and not too hard to track down. Some people even make their own from ground chickpeas. I've only used this once or twice, and didn't really use it for pizza dough per se. I made a plain crust, seasoned with just a little olive oil, salt, and pepper. I used it for dipping in hummus, because I felt like playing around with a type of crust that would be made from the same ingredients with which it would be topped. All in all, my results were more or less satisfying in that experiment, but it was not the easiest type of flour to work with. It has a tendency to be very absorbent, and it's rather difficult to make a dough with it that sticks together if the moisture content is even the least bit on the high side. Being a bean, this has a protein content that is vastly higher than any grain-based flour, about 23%. But remember that protein is not the same thing as gluten, so don't expect a high protein content in this type of flour to translate into a dough with a texture similar to one made with a wheat-based flour of high gluten content. If you choose to experiment with this type of flour, be aware that it does have a very distinct flavor of it's own (think hummus) that makes it somewhat tricky to integrate well with a wide variety of pizza toppings, and that it's texture is also somewhat challenging. But who knows? If you feel like playing around with some sort of Middle Eastern or Mediterranean-style pizza concept, this may make a very appealing ingredient. 
 
      
 
    Rice Flour (Gluten-free): I'll be totally honest...I've never played around with this stuff even once, simply because I don't have a gluten intolerance, and everything I've ever read about it suggests that it has a pretty bland flavor, and oftentimes a gritty texture. Still, you shouldn't rule it out if you decide to take up the challenge of coming up with a gluten-free pizza dough recipe of your own, especially if you like it's character. Obviously, this will have a totally different texture than any other type of flour, so don't expect it to behave in a predictable fashion if you've never used it before. This is one that may take quite a bit of experimentation before you come up with something you're happy with. On the plus side, it can sometimes be had very cheaply in bulk if you can find a store that carries bulk baking ingredients. 
 
      
 
    Corn Meal (Gluten-free): I highly doubt there's anyone reading this book that's never heard of this one. It's one of those things that just about everyone has, or has had, in their pantry at one point or another. It is an essential ingredient in Chicago-style deep dish pizza dough (at least according to some people), and it's something you may want to experiment with at some point. Besides the obvious appeal for those suffering from a gluten intolerance, it does contribute qualities that you may like in a pizza crust- namely a little pleasant grit, and that certain undefinable “homey” heartiness that you just don't often encounter in anything that comes from a restaurant. Obviously, this is an ingredient that should really only be used at a relatively small proportion, or else your finished pizza crust would turn out tasting like...well, something other than pizza crust. On a side note, if for some reason you don't like your pizza dough having a yellowish color, you can also buy white corn meal, which is pretty much exactly the same thing apart from the color. 
 
      
 
    Corn Flour (Gluten-free): This is finely ground corn, finer than cornmeal. It is used mainly in combination with other types of flour as a binder and thickener in certain pastries and biscuits. If you feel like playing around with it, I would suggest using it in about the same proportion as you would use semolina flour, unless you want to use it in a gluten-free dough. When it's used in a high proportion in dough, it's corn-derived flavor does start to come through somewhat, so keep that in mind. 
 
      
 
    Polenta (Gluten-free): Yes, you read right. You can actually use polenta (Italian corn grits) in pizza dough if you're so inclined. It contributes a similar flavor to corn meal (slightly sweeter, I think), but it gives a much crunchier texture, in my experience. I've experimented with it, at a rate of around one-third of the total flour content, combined with bread flour, in a recipe similar to the one for thin crust, just for the heck of it. As an appetizer, dipped in olive oil, I was pleased with it, and so was my stepdad (the craftsman of my beloved wooden peel), who served as my food critic on that particular culinary adventure. I have yet to top it with typical pizza ingredients, because I'm still working on it as a crust all by itself, before I top it with anything. It's a work in progress. My experiments so far tell me that it definitely has potential, but that it will probably work best for simple pizzas. As much as I'd love to take credit for this idea, it has been done before, although I didn't know it until after I'd made mine, and decided to do an internet search to see if there were any recipes for it out there in cyberspace. So by all means, research this topic if it intrigues you. 
 
      
 
      That's pretty much it for different types of flour that merit discussion in this book, as far as I'm aware. I never intended for this to be an exhaustive overview of all grains that exist that could theoretically be used in pizza dough, and I don't like to come off as someone who thinks he knows all there is to know on any subject. If there are any other types of flour or grain that you think I've grievously overlooked, then you must know something I don't know about making pizza dough, and that means you're already well on your way to becoming a pizzaiolo in your own style. And that is, after all, what we're trying to accomplish here, right? 
 
      
 
    Show and Tell 
 
      But before we leave this topic behind, let’s take a look at the results of a little experiment I conducted to compare the finished crusts obtained with some of the more commonly found and used types of flour we’ve just finished covering. In the following pictures, I show a baked, un-topped (except for a light coating of olive oil) crust approximately 10” in dimeter from six different flour types, all using the same recipe. These were all obtained from ‘mini batches’, using one cup of flour of each respective type, three ounces of water, ½ teaspoon of salt, and ¼ teaspoon of yeast- exactly one-quarter of the Basic Thin Crust template, but with an elevated quantity of yeast, to show the potential for aeration a little more dramatically. They were all kneaded by hand for three minutes, fermented at room temperature for twelve to fifteen hours, and baked on a stone at 500° for around eight minutes. Every effort was made to keep the formulation and handling of each dough consistent, in order to guarantee that their potential could be assessed on equal terms. 
 
       Why did I do this? Just so that you can see with your own eyes what each of these different types of flour can potentially do, so that you can make a more educated guess about what you can expect from them before you use them. And also so that the topics and ideas we’ve been discussing in this book will be more than just words, but fully fleshed-out images in your mind. So now, on to the pictures. 
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    All-purpose flour in action. Decent aeration, good color, and a body that’s got a pleasing balance of crispiness to chewiness, though not as finely nuanced as other types of flour. Not too shabby for something you can grab at the grocery store any day of the week, and one that you can play around with quite a bit and combine with other types of flour if desired. 
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     Bread flour delivering a truly picturesque crust. There’s a reason why I love this flour, and now you can see with your own two eyes why this is so. Aside from the visual quality, this crust had an excellent balance of crunch to chew, and was definitely among the tastiest to sample unadorned. 
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    High gluten flour doing it’s thing. The color is not quite as rich as with bread flour, and there’s not as much aeration. Aside from that, the body is similar, but slightly more chewy and firm, and the flavor is also noticeably less rich, to my palette, at least. Still definitely a viable candidate for the star of your pizza show if you like the way it sounds. 
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    Durum flour turning in a great performance. Rich color, nice aeration, very well-balanced body, and a full flavor make for an outstanding pizza. Possibly my favorite crust of the group, and highly recommended…if you can find some. 
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    “00” flour doing what it’s best known for- delivering a crust with a firm body and nice even aeration. The color is obviously paler than some others; close to what you’d expect from a.p. flour. The biggest bonus: it’s ridiculously easy to stretch out to a nice thin crust without tearing; one of the easiest types of flour to work with. Actually, this is the only flour in the group where I deviated on the water content. Being a very soft flour, I gave it 1/3 cup of water, instead of the 3/8 cup I gave all the others. Accomodating your ingredients is what it’s all about. 
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    White whole wheat flour strutting it’s stuff. Definitely a different kind of crust here, and an acquired taste. Of all the doughs in this experiment, this one was the easiest to work with, having a soft and pliable body that allowed it to be stretched out in no time at all. That softness made it’s way into the finished product as well, with the body having almost no crispiness or crunchiness at all, even after being baked in a 500° oven. As noted before, the flavor still had a good deal of ‘wheatiness’, which may or may not appeal to you. 
 
      
 
    Other Ingredients for Pizza Dough 
 
      
 
      Up to this point, I've detailed a pretty 'low-fi' approach to making pizza dough, in terms of the ingredients that go into it. If you're a die-hard (or I guess maybe 'old school') minimalist baker at heart, and you believe that the four pillars of baking- flour, water, salt, and yeast- are all that you care to use in your pizza dough, I say to you that there is absolutely nothing wrong with that approach, and there is no doubt that you can create a fantastic recipe with nothing but those four ingredients. I, myself, started out using only those ingredients, and I didn't even knead my dough. How's that for minimalism? And I can honestly say that those first efforts still hold up well in my memory as early prototypes of my current staples. The desire to tweak my dough to more exacting standards may have led me to experiment and incorporate just a couple of other ingredients on a semi-regular basis (malt extract and olive oil), and there were some other things that I played around with briefly, but I'm still at a relatively minimalist level of baking, and I don't feel the need to complicate my pizza-making regimen with added ingredients that won't add anything necessary for my enjoyment of my pizzas. And when you really break it down, if there is one word that, to me at least, sums up what pizza crust should be, it is simple. Pizza is, to me, the ultimate comfort food, no matter how sophisticated and creative it might be at times. It might not belong in the same category as something like pot roast or mac and cheese, but it's extremely satisfying, it's something you look forward to sharing with your friends and family on weekends, and if you just take the time and effort to hone your skills, your own homemade pizza can be as good as anything you can buy at almost any pizzeria anywhere. If that isn't comforting, I don't know what is. 
 
      If I've failed to make this point clear yet, my aim with this book is to help take you to that point where you make pizza so unbelievably good that you stop and say “wow...I made that?!” So to get back to my point about pizza crust being ideally simple (in case I lost you), what I would like for you to try to do is to nail your recipes and processes down to the simplest form possible, because that is where I believe the 'sweet spot' really lies. It doesn't have to be about 'wowing' anyone with complex formulations or procedures, or flashy presentation (unless that's your thing, which is fine), or even surprising new combinations of toppings- although there's certainly nothing wrong with that either, and that's what a lot of people find appealing in the art of pizza. What I think it really should be about is just mastering the art of really satisfying crust, topped with whatever strikes your fancy at any given moment, served up whenever you feel like it. 
 
      However, baking is a very broad field, and there are some ingredients that you might want to hear more about, in regards to their applicability in pizza-making. This is especially true if you're already an experienced baker, and you're curious about carrying over some practices and ingredients from the rest of the baking world. If you've made it to this point and you're totally happy with the crusts you're making and don't feel the need to play around with any other ingredients, you're free to skip over this section, of course. This is a totally optional section, which covers topics that aren't really necessary for making great pizza crust. But if you're game, let's move on. 
 
      
 
    Baking Powder: Unless you've never baked anything in your life, there's a pretty good chance that you're well-acquainted with this product, and you probably have some in your pantry right now. There are a couple of different forms that this comes in, which is the common grocery store variety, and the aluminum-free version. It's usually just a simple mixture of sodium bicarbonate (baking soda) and some weak acid, preserved in a chemically stable state so that the reaction between the two ingredients doesn't occur until the right conditions (heat and moisture) are applied. The purpose of this product is to provide leavening action to baked products. This is accomplished by the chemical reaction activated between the baking powder and the acid, which releases carbon dioxide gas. This replicates the process achieved by yeast during fermentation, although not to the same degree, and not with the accompanying flavors that a yeast-driven leavening process produces. 
 
      Why would you want to use this product in pizza dough, instead of yeast? Personally, the main use I find for it is for making an instant pizza crust (as in the recipe I provided), and this is very much in keeping with it's intended purpose. However, it can be used in conjunction with yeast to ensure further aeration during baking. Yes, as odd as it sounds, it is actually possible to use bothyeast and baking powder in pizza dough, and the objective of a higher rise can be obtained with this method. This is not a method you’ll see advocated often, and it’s not something I do on a regular basis, but is an option. 
 
    Baking Soda: This is an even simpler product than baking powder, being just sodium bicarbonate without any other ingredients. It is used somewhat in baking, and it is possible that you could put it to use in your pizza dough explorations. If you've ever had- or made- Irish soda bread, then you know that it is quite possible to make a very good bread with baking soda as a leavener. With that in mind, if the character of Irish soda bread appeals to you, then it's probably not much of a stretch to imagine how you might try to create a pizza crust that has some of the same characteristics, and come up with some interesting topping combinations. 
 
       In my experience, it is very easy to over-use baking soda, and end up with a product that has too much of it's flavor. This is especially concerning with something like pizza, where the character of the crust has to hit just the right note (or just stay as neutral as possible) in order for the toppings to really shine. This is not necessarily an easy pitfall to avoid, and for this reason, I prefer to use baking powder in my baking instead. You will occasionally see recipes for baked goods where baking soda is used in conjunction with vinegar to trigger the chemical reaction during baking that will produce aeration. This is kind of like the experiment you conducted as a child, where you made a volcano for science class, with baking soda and vinegar or peroxide. Only in this case, you're not using food coloring, and you're going to be eating the experiment, not showing your science teacher. 
 
      As with baking powder, of course, the only real case where I recommend using this product in pizza-making is when you need to make an instant crust. But like I said before, if you just like the character of baked goods made with this stuff, and you feel inclined, there's no reason why you can't play around with it and see what you can come up with. 
 
      
 
    Dough Enhancer: This is something that you definitely don't come across very often, and you may very well have to order it online to get your hands on some. Or you can actually make your own at home, if you feel like buying all the ingredients you'll need to put it together. It's basically a dry mixture that's composed of a few different ingredients, which depend on the manufacturer. It's purpose is essentially to improve the gluten character (i.e: to make baked goods airier and softer), flavor, and shelf life of baked goods. The four key ingredients it usually includes (in some form or other) are gluten, acid, sugar, and starch. I could write a fairly lengthy paragraph on the ingredients you might encounter in this product, because there are many different types used by different manufacturers. 
 
      The bottom line is that whether you buy some or make your own, dough enhancer is usually intended for baking bread, not pizza crust. But it is something that you might be curious about, and there's no reason not to give it a shot if you're so inclined, especially if you bake bread regularly and you can use it in that application if you don't find that it does anything to improve your pizza crust. Personally, I do keep this stuff around in my pantry at times, but it is not an essential tool of the trade for me, at least when it comes to making pizza dough. I find that it can definitely help make a bread with a softer body and longer shelf life, but I haven't noticed that it imparted any real improvement in my pizza crusts. But as you'll recall from my earlier ramblings about the difference between bread and pizza crust, there is a very good reason why this could be the case. With a baked product that has very little in the way of an 'inside', one could reasonably expect that what works well for bread won't necessarily have much of an impact on pizza crust, in my opinion. But you've heard quite enough about my opinion. If dough enhancer has you intrigued, go right ahead and try it out on your own pizza dough, if for no other reason than to say you tried it. 
 
      
 
    Vital Gluten (a.k.a. Vital Wheat Gluten, Instant Gluten, or Gluten Flour): Again, this is one of those products that don't exactly jump off the shelf at you, but you may have encountered it and considered using it. If you're an avid baker, you may already used it, but you still may not have tried it in your pizza dough. If you've never even heard of it, it's basically the core gluten from wheat, separated and removed from the starch by means I won't even pretend to understand. It's often thought of as sort of a “super flour” due to the intensely firm character that it can contribute to baked goods (especially if it's over-used), and it's main use is in conjunction with types of flour that have a relatively low protein content (such as rye and whole wheat), to help create a loaf of bread with a firmer body and a higher rise, and little bit of it goes a long way. Having said that, the clarification must be made that vital gluten is not technically a flour in the true sense, but simply a processed component of flour- thus I did not include in the section on different types of flour. 
 
      What does any of this information have to do with pizza, you may ask? Why wouldn't you just use a type of flour that has enough protein, and not bother with this stuff? If you're like most people, you've probably dismissed the option of playing around with vital gluten before you've even finished the last paragraph. It is, after all, not really an indispensable item for making good pizza dough, and it would take some effort to figure out how to best use it; and even after you bought it and tried it out, you might not ever get a dough that you liked any better than one made with a simple one-flour recipe, right? The only real answer to these questions is “you won't know until you try it”. And on the other hand, you might find that you actually do really like the things you can do with the stuff. 
 
      Okay, enough beating around the bush. I know that by now, you're wondering if I have used the stuff, and what I think of it. After all, I wouldn't bring it to your attention if I didn't think it had some potential usefulness to you, right? Truth be told, vital gluten is something that I have only played around with a little bit, but I am intrigued with it's potential, and I intend to keep giving it my attention until the point where I don't see any use for it in my pizza dough. You could say that I grab this stuff on an intermittent basis, like a toy that I pull out every so often. I have mixed it with cake flour, to see if I could obtain the sort of high rise that it's known for, while retaining enough strength to hold up the toppings. That experiment basically worked, but I wasn't too blown away with the flavor of the crust, and it didn't stretch out to the same size that I'm used to obtaining with other dough formulations. I have also mixed it with other types of flour, just to see what happens, and I've found that it can contribute an overly stiff and chewy crust if it's not used sparingly. But that's not to say that you would have exactly the same experience I had if you chose to use it. 
 
      All in all, my aim is neither to persuade you to use it, nor to dissuade you from using it. There's no reason not to play around with it if you're inclined to, and there's no urgent need to grab some if you're totally happy with the crusts you're getting right now. It's just something I'm mentioning to you because it does belong at least peripherally in the world of pizza, and it may have potential in your pizza dough explorations. Fair enough? Okay, we'll move on. 
 
      
 
    Malt Extract (diastatic): As a homebrewer and beer fanatic, this is an ingredient that gives me a geeky little inner smile because I get to mention it here. I have no doubt that you've probably heard of this stuff at least in passing, whether you know anything about how beer is made or not. It comes in numerous types, but the type you'd use in baking (if you chose to seek it out) would be called “pale”, “light”, “plain”, or some combination thereof.  Actually, you could experiment with the “amber” or even “dark” stuff if you really felt like going at it full-bore. I don't want to get too far afield or throw too much non-essential information at you here, so a cursory explanation should suffice, if you even need one at all. This is malted barley (malting is a process that would take a fairly lengthy explanation, so I'll let you research that term on your own if you're interested) that's dried out and ground into a fine powder. It also comes in the form of a thick syrup, but that's pretty messy stuff, and it doesn't keep as well as powder once it's opened. 
 
       It's main use is for making beer, where it's mixed with water, hops, and yeast, and fermented. But it has also had a welcome home in the world of baking for a very long time. You will frequently see this stuff listed in the ingredients on bagels, and a wide variety of other baked goods and powdered mixes. What does it actually do? It contains amylase enzyme (which is also present in rapid-rise yeast), which facilitates the process of converting the starch in flour into more easily digestible sugar for the yeast to work on. It's also reputed to contribute a nice golden color, a richer flavor, a little extra chewiness, and a high rise.  Do any of these characteristics sound appealing to you, as a pizzaiolo?  I think you'd be hard-pressed to argue that these qualities wouldn't be at home in a pizza crust. And if you're seeking any confirmation of malt extract's usefulness in that application, look no further than pizza's home town in America- New York City. Yes, the same place that gave birth to the bagel (hmm...coincidence? I think not!) has put malt extract to use in pizza crust and bagels both, and for good reason. A little research on the internet will bear out this information for you, but using that information is more important than just finding it. Does that sound like an endorsement for malt extract in pizza dough? Yes, it is. 
 
      While I have found that I don't need it to make a good batch of dough, I definitely appreciate what it does enough to keep it around on a regular basis, and it might be just what you need to hit the target with your pizza crust. Even if you don't find that it makes a real improvement in your crust, you can always use it in bagels (if you feel like giving that process a shot) or other baked goods.  In my own experiments, I've used it at the rate of one tablespoon per cup of flour, and I find that it gives the finished crust a very nice little boost of grainy goodness that I find very appealing, especially when it's paired with a type of flour that has a fuller flavor, like durum flour. 
 
      Needless to say, you will never find this stuff in a grocery store, and you'll have to make a trip to your local homebrew shop to get your hands on it (if there's one in your town), or order some online. Once in a while, you might find it in stores that specialize in baking ingredients, but it's something you definitely don't come across often. Incidentally, this is not the stuff used to make old-fashioned malted shakes, so if you come across a package labelled with the words 'malt extract' in the grocery store near the powdered drink mixes, it's not what you're looking for, so avoid it. 
 
      
 
    Eggs: Of all the things listed in this section, this one probably sounds the weirdest to you. But when you place pizza crust within the context of baking, you'll see that eggs are not so out of place as you might think at first. Few ingredients are so versatile in baking, and for that reason, they are used in countless ways.  Needless to say, eggs are something that you definitely need to use in moderation, or else you'll get some flavors and textures that are unwelcome and distracting. But when used properly, they contribute qualities that are difficult to obtain by other means, even if the “pizza police” would shudder to think of them finding their way into pizza dough. 
 
       There's really no secret method to using eggs in pizza dough. The next time you whip up a batch of your favorite recipe, just mix in one egg (or just a yolk) and see what it does to the finished crust.  What you want to achieve is a slightly richer flavor, a fuller body, and maybe a more golden crust. In an ultra-thin crust, these qualities might not be desirable. But if you're going for a crust with a bit more body, there's no reason not to try using an egg just to see what happens. 
 
      
 
      Milk: Even though I only prescribe this ingredient in one recipe in this book, it is something that you might seriously consider using in your pizza adventures, and I would be remiss in writing this book if I failed to mention it. There are several benefits conferred to baked goods from the use of milk, but the main one that concerns pizza crust specifically is control of aeration. While sometimes aeration in pizza crust is great (even most of the time), there are times when you want a crust that has a nice evenness and isn’t overly bubbly. This is where milk comes into the picture. The use of milk in baking is an age old technique, one that you’ll find utilized in many instances besides just pizza dough. The idea behind it isn’t too far removed from what we discussed in the section on shortening. While milk won’t perform all of the same functions as shortening, it will help control aeration, for basically the same reason. The fact that milk is heavier than water, and has some amount of fat, means that it will resist aeration more than water, or at least it will at temperatures that are below a certain range. I won’t try to specify an exact breaking point here, but my own experiments have shown me that when milk is used in a significant proportion in pizza dough that’s cooked at 425[image: ] or below, a softer body with lower aeration can be achieved than what you’d normally get with dough made with water.  
 
      This is an area where you could experiment on your own with quite a bit of leeway. In the Midcentury Classic American Pizzeria Crust recipe, I prescribe milk at a proportion of 50% of the total liquid content (not including the oil), with the same flour-to-water ratio as the Basic Thin Crust recipe. You could cut that quantity down or boost it, and also experiment with the proportion of oil, just to see what happens.  
 
      One more very important point that needs to be mentioned is that some pizzaioli insist that you must scald milk and cool it back down to room temperature before adding it to pizza dough. This is because there is an enzyme in milk that can inhibit yeast growth and make the dough too soft. While this is more or less exactly the effect we’re after in the recipe I prescribe milk in, milk can also have the effect of strengthening gluten and giving a higher rise. Accordingly, you may wish to scald your milk if you’re looking to see what milk can do in pizza dough. The choice is yours, as always. 
 
      
 
     Once again, we've reached the end of a section, and I still have that nagging feeling that there's almost certainly something I left out that you might like to hear about. But rest assured, you mostly definitely have in your possession all the information you need to start making some awesome pizza crusts, if you haven't already. If there's anything more that you're curious about in the way of ingredients for pizza dough, by all means go and research it. But I'm quite confident that by now, you've gotten a pretty good idea of what is essential and what isn't, and that you've also at least started to get a pretty clear idea in your mind of exactly what kind of crust you want to create.       
 
        Whatever your take-away is from all this information, be absolutely certain of one thing: you will make the pizza that's hiding in that special place in your mind, that place where nobody else's pizza even comes close. How do I know this? Because I've done it myself, that's how. And now that you've gotten to this point, you have every bit as much information at your disposal as I do, because I've told you everything I know about how to make great pizza crust- which means that you actually have a major head start over where I was at the beginning of my own pizza odyssey, and that wasn't really all that long ago. 
 
       Remember in the beginning of this book, when I was talking about how being a pizzaiolo is really all about creating great pizza, whether or not you do it professionally? All of the facts and ideas I'm putting into this book are aimed with the purpose of actualizing that objective, and I want to reiterate this point because I know that information overload can become a real issue when you're trying to hit a target that might not feel like it's right around the corner. Right now, you might feel like you have no clue how you're ever going to nail down that perfect pizza crust recipe, but stick with this pursuit, and I guarantee you that you will be rewarded. In fact, your first homemade pizza masterpiece just might come out of your oven by the time you finish reading this book, if you get down to business soon enough. But I think that by now, I've already convinced you on this point, so let's continue. 
 
      
 
    Creating Your Own Recipes  
 
      
 
      Yes, finally, after all that rambling on about processes, ingredients, and key concepts, it's time now to direct your attention to the issue of just exactly how you go about creating your own dough recipes- if you're still following along with me at this point in the book, that is. Some of you will almost certainly have started experimenting with dough formulation by this time, and if you feel like you've made good progress on your own, I will leave you to your own devices, with the understanding that you can always come back to this section if you feel like things aren't quite going right. For those of you who feel like you're only just beginning to grasp the topics we've covered so far, my intention with this section is to make it all snap into focus for you. I want to do this by guiding you along on the process of creating a dough recipe, step by step, from start to finish. I promise that by the time we've finished with this section, you will have a much better idea of how to approach the art of making pizza dough without a recipe, and you will feel like you've gained a deeper understanding of cooking in general. Trust me- I've already done the hard work, and I'm just passing on the results of my own experimentation, so that you can avoid the mistakes I made, and start cranking out some killer pizzas in no time at all. 
 
      Are you ready? Let's start with what will, in all likelihood, be the most challenging part of the process for you, and the one that's the most important. Do you remember when I talked before about starting with the end product in mind? As unbelievable as it might sound, the process of boiling down in your mind a clear picture of exactly what you want your ideal crust to be like is actually a pretty daunting task for some people. This is especially true for people who aren't necessarily dyed-in-the-wool cooks. In fact, some people actually hate cooking, much less creating a recipe from scratch. Asking such people to go through the trouble of visualizing a perfect dish of any kind, and then select ingredients and processes for the task, is probably about as appealing as a root canal. Nevertheless, this is what you must do if you really want to nail down your own perfect pizza crust recipe. It is the only way. 
 
      Okay...it's not really the only way. You could just start randomly throwing ingredients together, one batch at a time, and see what kind of results you get. To some extent, this is actually in keeping with the spirit of experimentation, and there's no doubt that this approach would yield some important information and experience, however meager. But for my time and money, it's a rather haphazard and aimless way to go about it, and it's not very likely to get you to your desired destination any time soon. Why just shoot in the dark, one random experiment at a time, when you can set a clear course of action, right from the beginning, and maximize your chances of success? Between the two options, there's no doubt that the latter one makes a lot more sense, right? I knew you'd agree...even if you don't. Okay, I'm sorry if I sound a little pushy. But after all, I am the teacher here, and I have to design the curriculum in the way that makes the most sense for the both of us. And besides that, you don't really need me to tell you how to dump things together and hope for the best, do you? 
 
      So...where were we? Oh, yes- you need to do something that I can't help you with at all before we can move forward. You need to think hard about what you want your target crust to be like, in every way. You need to think about how you want your crust to taste, what kind of body it will have, and what general style of pizza you want to make with it. This process will involve taking stock of every pizza you've ever had, thinking about what you did and didn't like about all of them, and then synthesizing in your mind all of the desired qualities in one package, and then finally choosing the appropriate ingredients and processes required to create your masterpiece. Obviously, you don’t have to choose just one pizza crust style to take on. You can design your own unique formulations for whatever style you have in mind, one at a time.  I've done my very best so far to give you a bread crumb trail (or maybe more like a pizza crumb trail) of detailed information that will help you get where you need to go. All I can do now is let you look over my shoulder and pay close attention as I lay out the steps required to finish the job. And keep in mind that all I’m doing here is setting you off on the right track. I’m giving you some fairly precise templates (even though I’m calling them recipes) in these little thought experiments that are good enough to start with, but you will most likely have to do your own fine-tuning to really nail down the details in order to get the crusts you really want, and that’s exactly the kind of practice you should get cracking on right away. All I can do is get you close; you have to finish the job. But I know you're up for this, and I know you're going to be doing jumping jacks of joy once you've found your pizza at the end of the rainbow. Okay, enough of the silly pizza jokes for the moment. Let's get down to business. 
 
      Step 1: What's step one? Assuming you've got a clear idea of what kind of crust you have in mind, you need to select the kind(s) of flour that will give your crust the kind of body you want it to have. Yes, I know- it's always about the body, isn't it? I'm afraid so. Flavor is important, too, but first we have to flesh out the physical framework upon which the whole rest of the creation will be built. Do you want your pizza to be soft or crispy?  Thick or thin? Or somewhere in between, with a good balance of crunch-to-chew? Do you like a puffy outer crust, or do you like a little char on the edge, with a crackery crunch? Or do you like to take the toppings all the way to the edge? Only you can answer these questions, but no matter what direction you want to go in, I'll do my best to show you the way. I think I’ve given adequate descriptions of the kinds of flour that are commonly available, and what kind of character they help contribute to the finished crust. If you feel that I’ve failed to do that, you’re free to seek information elsewhere, but no matter what, you won’t know from personal experience what each kind of flour does until you’ve used it. So just pick a flour or two and trust your instincts. You’ll know soon enough if you’re on the right track. 
 
      Step 2: Step two is just as important, and it's actually an extension of step one, more or less. What you need to do now is select what kind of liquid you want to use, and what quantity. I think I've adequately explained how the ratio of flour-to-water (or liquid, in whatever form), and the kind of liquid used, dictates the character of the finished crust to a huge degree. Now is the time to put that idea into practice. If you want a crispy crust, you'll need to keep the liquid content low, and you'll want to use mostly- or entirely- water. 
 
       If you like a softer body, you'll either need to incorporate some oil, or elevate the water content, or both. Or you might even consider using some milk. In case I haven't made the point clear enough yet, water mostly evaporates in the oven (depending on how long you leave the pizza in the oven)- so in a dough that is composed mostly, or exclusively, of water and flour, what's left of the crust is mostly cooked flour. Oil, on the other hand, takes a lot longer to evaporate, and has a heavier body, so what's left at the end of the cooking process (with a crust that has a significant proportion of oil) is a crust which has held on to more of it's liquid content, and has a softer body- assuming that you don't overcook it. It’s also worth pointing out that you might consider using some proportion of shortening if you don’t want too much aeration in your crust, although I don’t recommend using it in any great quantity. 
 
      So with that in mind, you now need to think about how you might engineer your recipe with respect to moisture content and type. Maybe you like the Thin and Crispy Crust recipe, but you’d like just a bit less crunch. How could you approach that goal? I’ll give you a hint: either increase the moisture content (slightly), or add a bit more oil, or maybe even decrease the proportion of semolina flour. Any or all of these measures would definitely help create the product you’re looking for, but controlling the moisture content is the technique you should really try your hand at here. Take the 4:1.5 ratio of flour-to-water as a starting point and consider how to attenuate that balance. If you’d like something that’s just slightly less crispy, add just a touch more water, like one ounce at most, as a starting point. Or maybe increase the oil content by a tablespoon or so. Or if you’d like something that’s a lot softer, take the balance even higher in favor of water, and/or add more oil. 
 
      On the other hand, look at the Flatbread recipe and consider how the flour-to-water (or moisture in general)balance dictates the nature of the finished crust. With the Basic  Thin and Crispy Crust recipe, the balance of flour to water is 4:1.5, as I’ve pointed out numerous times. But with the Flatbread recipe, the balance is 3.5: 1.5- quite a pronounced difference, really. Between these two recipes, you have what you could really call the bookends of the body spectrum, I think. You can’t really get much crispier than the Thin and Crispy Crust recipe, and if you added much more moisture than what’s in the Flatbread recipe, you’d end up with something that has a body so soft and thick that it would be rather inappropriate to use as a pizza crust, or at least by my taste. So on this spectrum, it’s not hard to pick a spot where you might achieve your desired crust texture according to your own preference. Take a stab at this one and see what you get. It’s not rocket science. I don’t have any special equation to throw at you to guarantee a perfect end result, but on the other hand, it’s amazingly easy to come up with a great crust with just a little experimentation, so you don’t really need to worry excessively about the numbers. As with everything else in this process, the key is to pay close attention to everything you do, and assess the finished product carefully. I’m sure you know how to do that. 
 
      Step 3: This step depends at least partly on what kind of equipment you have to work with, and again, it's more or less an extension of the previous step. Actually, there is not necessarily a need to lay out steps 2 and 3 in a linear fashion. Each decision in the design process affects the other, so don’t worry about doing either one before the other; the distinction is arbitrary. 
 
       At this point, you need to decide whether or not you will be kneading your dough, and if so, how, and for how long. This decision is, of course, informed by the traditional standards of the style of dough you’re going for in many cases, and not just personal preference. If you have a stand mixer, or a food processor that can work well with pizza dough (although I don’t really discuss that process in this book, there are some who swear that it is a viable one), and you want to make use of it, this is the time to design that into the process. And remember that if you don’t plan on kneading, you might want to increase the moisture content just slightly, so that the yeast isn’t restricted by a dough mixture that’s too dry and stiff.  If you don’t have the means to knead your dough mechanically, or if you’d rather knead by hand, or not knead at all, make that choice now. Whatever route you choose to go, be aware that this choice has the potential to determine the character of the finished product to a large degree, so don’t underestimate it’s importance. 
 
       Those last couple of sentences might require a little expanding on, so let me do so. At this point on your journey as a pizzaiolo, you may very well not yet realize that there is potentially a noticeable difference in the character of a crust made from dough that is mechanically kneaded, as opposed to one made from dough that has been kneaded by hand, or not kneaded at all. Yes, I did say way back nearer to the beginning of this book that I believe kneading can be omitted altogether without incurring any serious detriment to the finished crust. What I didn’t explain at that time is that while a dough can still be great without having been kneaded, it might still be somewhat different, while not being inferior. It’s a matter of taste. This is a trial and error process, and you can only assess the nature of different types of crust by making them repeatedly and comparing them. 
 
      As much as I feel like I’m copping out here, I honestly cannot tell you exactly what to expect from your crusts when using these different methods of production. Different types of machines- and different methods of handling- can create markedly different types of products, and so can different types of flour, different fermentation regimens, etc.- not to mention different people, as well. What I can tell you is that dough that is kneaded mechanically for a significant amount of time (i.e., five minutes or more) tends to have more aeration than one that is kneaded by hand or not kneaded at all, but this parameter is also affected by the amount of yeast used, the moisture content, and the time allowed for fermentation. And doughs that are kneaded by hand can have a more ‘raw’ flavor, where the flavors of each individual type of flour can stand out more clearly, if you’re using more than one. Please don’t ask me for any kind of explanation at all for these phenomena, because I don’t really have any. It’s just something I’ve experienced, and your experience might turn out to be different. Don’t stress out too much about your chosen method, because it’s highly unlikely that you’re going to nail it on the first try, anyway. Just pay attention to the finished product, and continue to fine-tune your processes from there. That’s what it’s all about. 
 
     Step 4: Set a balance between the yeast and salt. I think I’ve adequately explained the sort of yin/yang relationship that exists between salt and yeast, or at least I’ve done my best to. In a nutshell, selecting a quantity of yeast sets up a potential for yeast growth, and selecting a quantity of salt determines the degree to which that growth will be kept in check, and to what degree the salt will flavor the finished crust. Of course, it’s not like the yeast would grow infinitely without the salt, but you get the idea. Other factors will also determine the rate and quantity of yeast growth, but salt quantity is the one variable that allows for the most precise control and predictability. 
 
      Ideally, neither yeast nor salt should ever need to be used in great quantity, and neither should outweigh the other by a huge margin. This balance can vary quite a bit, but a ratio of 4:1 between the two is about as wide as you should really allow, in my opinion. If you compare the recipes for Basic Thin and Crispy Crust and Flatbread, you will see that there is a big difference in the balance between the salt and yeast between them. With the Thin and Crispy Thin Crust recipe, you use two teaspoons of salt, and only one-half teaspoon of yeast, which makes the ratio of salt to yeast 4:1; whereas with the Flatbread recipe, you use only one teaspoon of salt to two teaspoons of yeast, which makes the ratio 1:2. The relatively large amount of oil in the flatbread recipe also helps control the amount of yeast growth (for reasons we’ve already touched on), but the 1:2 ratio of salt to yeast allows the yeast to grow much more freely than in the other recipe.     
 
      Do you understand the significance of this relationship? I think you do by now. So with this idea in mind, it’s time to consider the kind of salt-to-yeast balance your recipe should have with respect to the desired finished product. Consider the aforementioned recipes and the kind of crusts they produce, and look at the balance of salt to yeast in those recipes as a guide. 
 
       Needless to say, this parameter does not operate in a vacuum, any more than any of the other parameters involved in this process. The moisture content of the dough is inseparably connected with the salt-to-yeast balance, and these factors work hand-in-hand to a large degree to determine the kind of crust you get. Here is where the aging process of the dough really comes into play. If you create a dough that has a small amount of yeast and not much moisture, you’ll get a dough that will create a crispy crust that’s easy to handle when it’s young, but if you keep it around in your fridge for several days, it will continue to pick up moisture from the atmosphere, and the yeast will continue to grow. This will result in a dough that’s stickier and likely to produce more aeration than it would have had if it was baked early on life; not to mention the fact that the flavor will also change because the fermentation process is continuing. Do you see where I’m going here? The point is that pizza dough is an evolving thing, because it has a living thing in it: yeast. I could continue on with this discussion, but I don’t want to bore you to death, and I think you get the point. 
 
      Step 5:Determine if you’re going to use any other enhancements in the dough, such as sugar, dough enhancer, baking powder, etc. It goes without saying that these ingredients are by no means mandatory, but there’s definitely nothing wrong with using them from time to time, if for no other reason than to just see what they do. If you’re reading this right now for the first time, it’s entirely possible that you have little or no experience with some of the enhancements I’ve mentioned, or that you’re strictly a ‘flour, water, yeast, and salt’ kind of baker- and neither case is any reason for concern. Minimalism is a respectable thing, and if you don’t feel the need to play around with any ingredients outside those basic four I just mentioned, I would never try to convince you that you should stray from your chosen regimen. But if you do choose to throw in one or two other ingredients, you should consider what you expect them to accomplish, and how they might interact with the other ingredients. Of particular importance is the effect any ingredient has on the moisture balance. If you’re using a lot of a particular ingredient, or if an ingredient simply has a propensity to alter the moisture balance of the dough significantly, such as oil, carefully consider how much of it you should use, and how it might impact the final product. Of course, finding out what that ingredient does is often the whole point of using it,but if you haven’t used it before, be conservative, unless you’re going with an actual recipe from a trusted source. 
 
      I know I might sound like I’m sending mixed messages in this section, but the point is simple: experiment all you want (or not, depending on your inclination), but only do it when you’re confident that the foundational structure of the dough is sound. Don’t just randomly throw ingredients in just to see what happens, unless you’re building on a solid recipe that you’ve used before, because if you’re experimenting with more than one variable (meaning not just new ingredients, but also new techniques) at a time, it won’t be possible to know for sure what the effect of each ingredient or process really is, even if you notice a major difference. Does that make sense? Take things slow and easy and don’t rush this process. Nail down your vision of what you want your finished crust to be like and choose any enhancements accordingly, just like you would any of the four foundational ingredients, and only experiment with one new ingredient at a time. And as always, make sure that you’re following the handling processes that have given you satisfactory results in the past. I think that pretty much sums it up. 
 
      So now that you’ve mentally gone through all of the steps I just laid out, let’s do a couple of trial runs of the design process, just on paper for the moment. You won’t know how this stuff works for sure until you start doing it yourself, but rest assured, there’s nothing at all theoretical about any of it. If I hadn’t been experimenting for years with all of these ingredients and design concepts, I wouldn’t have a whole lot to write about. This process will play out exactly as I’m telling you it will, once you get going with it. So let’s lay out a couple of experimental recipes, just so you can really start solidifying this whole pizza crust design thing in your mind before you take a stab at it. 
 
    Experimental Design #1 
 
      Let’s say you like a crust that’s thin, but you don’t like it to be too crispy. You want it to have good flavor, but not too yeasty. It needs to be sturdy enough to hold a healthy dose of toppings without getting droopy or soggy, but a little aeration is not a bad thing, either. A tall order? Not necessarily. Let’s give it a try. 
 
      Step 1: Choose your flour(s). Hmm…you want a crust that will stretch out thin, but won’t fall apart if you want to load it up with a deluxe dose of toppings. What kind of quality does your flour need to have to live up to this expectation? If you’ve been paying attention (which I know you have), you know that what you need to design into this crust is a strong gluten character, and the foundation of strong gluten is high protein, right? So let’s start looking at the protein content of the flours you have to choose from. How does all-purpose flour measure up? Right about 11% at the top end, depending on the brand. Is that high enough to create a really firm crust? No, not really. We want something with a protein content of at least 12% to hit our target body, and the higher the better, up to a point. So now that we’ve ruled out a.p. flour, and anything else that has the same or less protein content, what are we looking at? The most easily found type of flour that fits the bill is bread flour, but there are others you might find with a little bit of scouting around, such as high-gluten flour. But if you don’t want to wait around for an online order to arrive, bread flour is good enough for the moment, so if you have any on hand or you can run to the store and grab some quickly, that flour will do just fine. Do we need more than one type of flour in this recipe? If you’re just looking to make the flavor more complex, you could throw in something else, like a pinch of rye or wheat, but remember that any other type of flour you incorporate that doesn’t have the same level of protein can only weaken the gluten strength of the finished crust. And since the main thrust of this venture is to obtain a crust with a specific type of body, I’d say stick with the original vision and experiment with other flour types some other time. Was that decision hard? Not at all. After all the years I’ve been making pizza, I know there’s no good reason to doubt my own judgment. And there’s no reason to doubt your judgment, either. So let’s move on. 
 
      Step 2: Settle on a plan for moisture content and type. Since it’s pretty clear in your mind that you want a crust that’s firm and thin, it’s a no-brainer to go with the tried-and-tested flour-to-water ratio of 4:1.5 that we’ve discussed so many times, right? I’d say so. You could try to reinvent the wheel here, but there’s definitely no good reason to. But since you’ve also determined that you want your crust to be relatively flat, it wouldn’t hurt to incorporate some oil, just to make sure that the water doesn’t create too much aeration. Or you could even throw in some shortening, if you want to. Again, there’s no reason to over-think this process, or to get overly technical. You can refine your quantities and processes once you have at least one finished prototype crust to use as a starting benchmark. Just follow your instincts, do some research, and start with quantities that are reasonable. 
 
       By the way, I’m not really specifying a mandatory batch size for this experiment. The standard batch size I’ve used in the recipes in this book is about four cups of flour, or four crusts, depending on the recipe. But since we’re experimenting here, you could cut this batch all the way down to one single dough if you want to, just to avoid having too much wasted dough if it doesn’t turn out to your liking. I do that all the time when I’m trying out a new type of flour. It’s your call, but for the sake of keeping things simple, I’ll settle on a quantity of one cup of flour, or one crust, for this experiment. 
 
      But getting back to the topic at hand, the moisture character required for this prototype crust is pretty obvious. You want a crust with low aeration and a solid firmness, with minimal crispiness. That means you don’t want to use too much water, and some oil or shortening might help to keep the crust from rising too much, and from getting too crispy. Beyond the basic essential ingredients, plus some minor enhancements, there shouldn’t be anything too exotic required to nail this recipe down. So to keep it simple and not ask you to run out and buy too much extra stuff, I recommend throwing in some oil- preferably olive oil- but whatever kind you happen to have in your pantry should be fine. Now for a quantity. The Thin and Crispy recipe uses two teaspoons and comes out with pretty low aeration, but just to give a better chance of success, let’s ramp that up to one tablespoon. Since we’re scaling the basic four-crust recipe down to one crust, that means we’ll cut that quantity down to one-quarter, which is three-quarters of a teaspoon, and one-quarter the amount of water, which is three-eighths of a cup. And now that we’ve settled on those ingredients and quantities, we can move on the next step. 
 
      Step 3: Decide exactly how this dough will be physically handled. Despite what you may have come to believe by this point in the book, this is actually about the most brain-free decision in the whole design process. And if you don’t happen to own a mixer, that makes the decision that much easier, because there’s one less option to consider. If we were talking about a different type of crust, I might be telling you something different. But in this case, hand-kneading, machine-kneading, or not kneading at all, are all viable options. That’s because this is essentially a ‘free-form’ recipe that doesn’t have any traditional stylistic requirements imposed on it; and also because we’re going for a crust with low aeration, so the only real goal of the mixing process is simply to get the ingredients combined well enough so that the yeast can do it’s thing. So for the sake of simplicity, I’ll prescribe the no-knead method for this particular dough. If you have yet to take that process on, this is as good a time as any, and there’s nothing to be afraid of. So with that decision knocked out, we’ll move on. 
 
      Step 4: Time to settle on that critical salt-to-yeast balance. So how are you feeling about this design process so far? Confident? Uncertain? I think that at this point, you’ve probably got a pretty good idea of what you should be doing, so it’s time to stop doubting yourself, if you are. This is as much an intuitive and creative process as it is scientific. So even if an exact quantity for this step isn’t leaping right into your brain, you know by now how to arrive at one, right? Just look at the recipes I’ve laid out and you’ll see what to do based on those. Go ahead and look back in the recipes section before you move on to the next paragraph and test yourself. 
 
      The Thin and Crispy recipe (which is the recipe that most closely resembles what you’re going for here) specifies one-half teaspoon of yeast for a full batch, and truth be told, you could even cut that quantity in half and still get a good batch of dough. I’ve done it many times. But since you’re going for something similar to the recipe in question, I’m going to stick with the same quantity of yeast, but I’m going to scale it down to size for this recipe. Surprising? Probably not, right? We’re not trying to create an exact scientific formula here; we’re just shooting from the hip and trusting in the processes and ingredients that have served us well thus far, and there’s nothing wrong with that at all. If, after you’ve created a batch of dough and tasted the finished results, you feel that something was a little off, you can go back and take another look at the overall structure of the recipe and determine what parameter needs to be dialed in the next time. And keep repeating the process until you’ve arrived at the kind of product you were aiming for, simple as that. But without further ado, let’s move on to the next step. 
 
      Step 5: Enhancements, anyone? I’ll give you a hint on this one: the answer is ‘no’. Okay, that wasn’t really a hint, but I think you already knew the answer anyway. This recipe has taken a fairly ‘low-fi’ approach thus far, and I see no reason to change that, because as far as I can see, there are no requirements being imposed on it that necessitate utilizing anything beyond a handful of ingredients. 
 
      And with that decision made, we’ve made it to the point where we can simply write the recipe down and get down to business making it. So let’s see what it looks like on paper: 
 
      
 
    1 cup bread flour 
 
    ½  teaspoon salt (your choice on type) 
 
    1/8  teaspoon yeast 
 
    3/8 cup + 1 tablespoon water (a touch extra is used here, since we’re going no-knead) 
 
    ¾ teaspoon olive oil 
 
      Mix all dry ingredients first and mix well. Then add water and olive oil and combine all ingredients well enough so that there is a minimum of dry ingredients left in the bowl. Then let the dough rise for twelve to twenty-four hours, knocking down once half-way. Then refrigerate the finished dough for two hours before baking. 
 
      Well, we’ve arrived at the end of the first experimental recipe. All that remains to be done now is to actually make it, which is quite a simple process. Did this design process feel a little too simple to get good results? Trust me, I’ve been doing this for years, and there really isn’t any more to it than this. Once you gain a firm understanding of the fundamentals and a solid trust in your own abilities, it’s really just like tweaking any other kind of recipe. Pizza is just food like any other, even if we love it more than anything else. Even if the finished product is so ridiculously good that it seems like it must have come from some other world, it’s something you really can bang out like a pro once you get the hang of it. So don’t doubt yourself or overcomplicate the process for no good reason. And with that having been said, let’s try another one. 
 
    Experimental Dough Recipe #2   
 
      Here’s an idea- let’s say you love deep dish pizza, but you’d like to translate the character of that style of crust into a different kind of package, one which isn’t piled with ingredients and baked in a pan, but made more like a thin crust pizza. Sacrilege, you say? Hey, remember, it’s your pizza, and nobody else’s. I won’t tell anybody about this little mad scientist project if you don’t. So let’s get started. 
 
      What is it that we love about deep dish pizza crust? That’s not really too hard to nail down, in my opinion. That style of crust is all about buttery nuances and that certain crumbly goodness that gives just the right kind of gently lilting support to the toppings placed on it; as opposed to a good thin crust pizza, with it’s firm and crispy body and sublime savory character that all but steals the show. One might think at first that the prospect of synthesizing these two styles sounds like a fool’s errand, but I disagree, and I think it’s a worthy challenge to an aspiring pizzaiolo. 
 
      Before we jump directly into the five-step process required to knock this recipe into shape, I think we need to take some time to clearly envision what we expect from it,   because it does actually sound like something that could go really wrong if we don’t give it some serious thought; and because it’s something that could probably go in more than one direction. We could try to just make a smaller batch of either of the deep dish crust recipes, and bake it on a stone, or on a perforated pizza pan, or some other kind of pan. That might work just fine. Or we could get a bit more in-depth with this venture and try a little bit of style fusion. For that matter, we could try both at the same time and compare the results. Whether or not you go with the simple approach of just scaling the recipe down to a single thin crust version of the original, I think we should definitely try our hand at creating a new recipe, just to say we did it, if for no other reason. 
 
      So where were we? Okay, let’s identify the characteristics we enjoy in deep dish pizza and see how we might carry them over to a different kind of package. Although there is some controversy about exactly how this style gets it’s overall character, I think it’s fair to say that what we love about this style of crust is that excellent, supple body that’s just a little bit crumbly, and those lovely buttery nuances that lend the pizza a touch more richness. I’m going to use the second recipe in the book for a springboard here, because I personally think that it achieves those qualities better than the first recipe. In that recipe, as you’ll recall, we use pasta flour in a supporting role to get that slight crispiness and depth of flavor from the semolina, along with corn oil in the dough and butter in the pan, to get the buttery flavor and slightly crumbly body. That approach works quite well in a deep dish package, but because we’re shooting for a pizza that can be eaten by hand, without a knife and fork, we should probably try to make something that holds up better, but we don’t want to lose those flavor aspects we love. What to do? One way to go about it would be use melted butter in the pan to get the butter flavor, and make the crust firmer. Another approach would be to use melted butter directly in the dough, and stick with a formulation closer to the thin crust recipe, but with a flour combination like that in the deep dish recipe, and tweak it somewhat, so that we get a body that’s not too crumbly. While I like the concept of throwing some butter directly in to the dough, we’re already using corn oil, and I don’t want the finished crust to be too soft and crumbly, so I think we’d better just use butter in the pan. So now, on to the five-step process. 
 
      Step 1: Choose our flour(s). It’s pretty safe to say that since both the thin crust recipe and the deep dish recipe use a combination of two different types of flour, there’s no reason we can’t take that same approach here. So what should the main flour be? While we do need to use something that gives a firm body, I don’t think we need anything with an especially high protein content, as we don’t really want a finished crust that’s overly chewy or crispy. But we also don’t want anything with a protein content that’s too low, as we don’t want a pizza that droops and falls apart while we’re trying to eat it, either. This is one of those instances when the flour type and moisture content are variables that really must be considered at the same time. With other crust styles, these two variables can be considered with a bit more distance from each other, but in this case, they dovetail together in a fashion that makes them more or less inseparable.  In the original recipe for this type of crust, we use the aforementioned pastry flour and pasta flour, but with a fairly high proportion of oil and butter. But that’s with a different kind of pan, and more toppings. In a standard deep dish pizza, we don’t worry too much about the crust crumbling apart somewhat, as long as it’s not soggy or undercooked. But that’s because it’s topped with a pretty hefty amount of goodies, and we expect to eat with a knife and fork if necessary. Here, we’re looking at a pizza with less toppings, and a different cooking regimen. Shouldn’t that mean that we should be less worried about the crust falling apart? I don’t really think so, because we’re going for a pizza that can be eaten by hand. We want the same flavor, and a similar body, but we want it to stay intact when we pick it up, whether it has a lot of stuff on it or not. So we need to engineer it to have a sturdy body. 
 
      So where does that leave us? I think pastry flour is still and option, as long as we pay close attention to the moisture content and don’t let it turn into mush- which will definitely happen if we give it the same amount of moisture that we would give a flour that has a higher protein content. We could also go with all-purpose flour if that’s the only one available, and I wouldn’t want to use any kind that has a protein content that’s any higher than what you get with a.p. flour. We also need to consider whether we want to keep the pasta flour, or go with something else, or just leave it out. Personally, I like what this stuff can do for pizza crust in the right quantity, but it can be a bit of a double-edged sword. It can contribute a nice richness from the durum and the crispiness from the semolina, but if you overuse it, or fail to give it enough moisture to balance it, the finished crust can be overly dry and brittle. But since it works so well in the original recipe, and we’re not talking about brain surgery here, I think it’s safe to keep it in the mix and just pay close attention to the liquid content. 
 
       All that remains now is to consider the proportions of each type of flour to use. In the Deep Dish recipe, the pasta flour constituted one-third of the total amount of flour. In the Basic Thin Crust recipe, the semolina flour (which is similar to pasta flour in both flavor and body impact) makes up one-quarter; a lower quantity is used because it lends a crispier body than pasta flour. We could go either way here, but I think it’s safe to stick with the same balance of flours as in the Deep Dish recipe, as we’re going for a similar body and we don’t really want something as crispy as a thin crust pizza. So at one cup of flour in total, that gives us two-thirds of a cup of pastry flour (if available) and one-third cup of pasta flour. Simple enough. And with that, we can now move on to the next step. 
 
      Step 2: Let’s talk about the liquid. As we already know, the liquid content with the original recipe for this style is definitely different than what we’d see with any other kind of crust. For one thing, we have both oil and water in the crust, and we also have butter thrown into the mix, which adds more moisture, although it’s not directly in the dough. And the proportion of liquid in the dough is substantially higher than with other styles. These facts mean that the finished crust, while still solid enough that doesn’t completely fall apart, is more crumbly than crispy, and often requires the use of a knife and fork to eat. So at the risk of repeating what I just said in the last section, we’re faced with the challenge of translating the flavor and essential character of this crust style into a different package, one that serves the same function, but with a slightly different set of requirements. 
 
      Obviously, then, we need to attenuate the liquid content to suit the crust in question. How does it need to be different than what it is in the original recipe? Like I said, the quantity is higher than it would be in something more like a thin crust recipe. So that’s the first point we need to address. Do we want to go with the exact same 4:1.5 flour-to-water ratio as in the Basic Thin and Crispy Crust recipe? Would that work? Let’s back up for a second and consider the components of that oft-referenced ratio. In the Basic Thin and Crispy Crust recipe, the oil content is so miniscule that it almost doesn’t matter. So the water in the flour-to-water ratio can pretty much be considered the only relevant liquid in that equation. But since we’re talking about a crust in this case where we’re planning on using a fairly significant amount of corn oil (unless we decide otherwise later), we need to consider the water and oil combined as the total liquid content that we factor into the equation. But what quantity of combined liquid should we settle on, and how do we arrive at it? Since we’re still going for a crust that’s firm enough to eat by hand without falling apart if we pile a generous amount of stuff on it, I don’t think we should stray too far from the usual ratio of flour to water. But I do think we need to consider the potential effect of the oil in the crust, and whether or not we should cut back the proportion of it in the formulation. 
 
      Wow, this is starting to get kind of complicated, huh? No, not really. Not if we just accept the fact that we won’t necessarily nail this recipe the first time we try it. And not if we really trust ourselves and carefully take stock of everything we’re putting into it. So where we? Oil. Specifically corn oil. In the original recipe, we used one-quarter cup of the stuff in conjunction with three-quarters of a cup of water, which makes the content of oil twenty-five percent of the total liquid in the recipe (not including the butter in the pan). We go this high because we want the flavor it imparts, and because we want that slightly crumbly body, without too much crispiness. The flour-to-water balance is 2.25:1- notably different than what we see with any of the other styles in this book. In terms of percentages, the liquid content is 44.4% per cup of flour (1÷2.25) on the deep dish crust recipe, vs. 37.5% on the thin crust recipe (1.5÷4). This obviously makes the deep dish dough wetter, although it’s still easy to work with, and not sticky. This is largely because a significant proportion of the liquid comes in the form of oil, and not water. If we were to use nothing but water at that proportion, the dough would be rather sticky, and we would have a pretty hard time stretching it out by hand. Another important point to reiterate here is that if this dough was made with just water, we would expect to see significantly more aeration in the finished crust than what we do, because the liquid content is as high as it is, for reasons we’ve already covered. Again, it’s not just the proportion of liquid in the crust that matters, but the type. But I’m sure you get the point by now. 
 
      So to finally get back down to the business of settling on the liquid content of the recipe, let’s recap the information we’ve considered thus far and nail down some numbers. We know that if we want to carry over at least some of the body characteristics of the Deep Dish crust type to a different package, we need to stick with a similar balance of water-to-oil, but we don’t want it be too soft and crumbly. So that means that we probably need to cut the oil content back a bit, and probably the total moisture content as well. As far as the total moisture content goes, I think it’s reasonable to shoot for a figure that’s somewhere between the two styles; probably closer to what we’d use for a thin crust recipe. So a good, round figure in mind would be right about 40%. This works out to about three and one-quarter ounces of liquid per cup of flour (8 × 0.4). Having settled on this figure, it’s time to calculate the quantities of water and oil that we need. Should we stick with the same oil content of 25% for this recipe? I’m tempted to say that we should, be since we’re working with a pretty small test batch, it’s frankly rather difficult to measure out precise quantities at this scale, and we’ll probably have to settle on some rough measurements based on what’s realistic to visually assess. A proportion of 25% of the three and one-quarter ounces of liquid would work out to 0.8125 ounces of oil. Do you think you could accurately dole out exactly that much oil? I highly doubt it, so I’m going to settle on a figure of 0.75 ounces- not necessarily easy to nail down exactly, either, but at least much more intuitively obvious. This quantity works out to 23.1%, but who’s counting, right? Oh, yeah- we are. But obviously this quantity, if you feel confident to measure it out visually, works out quite closely to that of the original recipe, and I think it’s a good starting point. Any more exact a quantity than that is just asking for the impossible, I think. So that leaves us to work out the water volume, which is of course just the total liquid quantity minus the oil, or 3.25 ounces minus  0.75 ounces- which works out to 2.5 ounces; another reasonably easy quantity to dole out by eye with a measuring cup. And I believe, finally, that pretty much wraps up this phase of the design process. 
 
    Step 3: Now this step should be pretty brain-free, I think. We know we’re going for a crust with a somewhat firm body, or at least firmer than the body of a deep dish pizza. We also know that the oil in the dough is going to contribute some crumbliness and we don’t want our finished crust to fall apart too easily. So that means that we need to do more than just barely put the ingredients together like would in the deep dish style. I think this dough could stand about three to five minutes’ kneading, by machine or by hand, just to make sure it develops some gluten and isn’t too flimsy. So that’s that. Decision made, moving on. 
 
    Step 4: Once again, we must compare the two types of crust we’re synthesizing here to achieve a balance that makes sense. With the thin crust style, the ratio of salt to yeast is 4:1, whereas with deep dish, the ratio is 1:4-  exactly the opposite. One might be tempted to conclude that we should simply equalize the proportions, since they’re operating on a reciprocal pivot point between two different styles that we’re synthesizing. But let’s think about that a little more deeply. With the thin crust style, even though we use far less yeast, the character of the yeast is far more noticeable than it is in the other style, because it ferments far longer and because it doesn’t have a significant amount of oil in the dough. And with the deep dish style, we don’t really want a lot of yeast character in the finished crust, and we also don’t expect all that much gluten development because of that high oil content, and because of the pastry flour in the mix, if we’re using it. We also don’t anticipate an especially bready, glutinous sort of crust, either, so there’s absolutely no reason why we need to wait a long time for the dough to finish. 
 
       But we’re shooting for something that’s got the best of both worlds. So where does that leave us? I think it’s pretty safe to stick with a ratio of salt to yeast that’s somewhere in the middle of the two, thus ensuring that there’s enough gluten development, and that fermentation doesn’t take an overly long time. Since we’re working with a mini-batch and we don’t want to overpower the dough with too much yeast, I’d say something like one-half teaspoon of yeast is sufficient to get the ball rolling with allowing the yeast to dominate too much with a relatively short fermentation. And how about a little sugar to throw a little more fuel into the mix? Why not? Let’s say one-half teaspoon. Now how much salt to use? If we were going with the Basic Thin Crust recipe and cutting it down to one-quarter size, we’d arrive at a quantity of one-half teaspoon. If we stuck with that quantity, we would have a 1:1 ratio between the salt and yeast, but if we were going according to the Deep Dish recipe, that would be too much salt. Personally, I think it’s pretty safe to stick with that quantity, because we know that the flavor of the salt won’t be too dominant at that quantity, and because it shouldn’t hinder fermentation too much, as long as we do everything we can to get the rise off to a good start. We could do this by pushing the temperature of the water as high as we can comfortably go without killing the yeast, and by keeping the dough in a warm place. So what ratio did we settle on? 1:1, just as we first thought. Of course, we won’t know until we actually conduct this experiment if we chose the right ratio or not, but as easy and inexpensive as this process is- and as interesting and informative as it is- I have no qualms at all about ‘winging it’ and getting a good mouthful of the test results. Let’s do it. 
 
    Step 5: Since we’re going for a hybrid sort of recipe and we are incorporating some fairly unusual tactics and ingredients to get the job done, this is where enhancements come into play. What did we say we were going to do to replicate that buttery character in the crust? Melted butter in the pan, as I recall. This is a trick that qualifies as a technique as much as an ingredient, I think. And I don’t think the term ‘enhancement’ applies only to ingredients, anyway. I’d say handling techniques also earn that term because they are adding to the finished product in their own critical way, and they’re definitely something that you’d want to communicate in the recipe. But enough talk. We’re done with this step, and now we’re done with the whole recipe. 
 
      So that’s it. Rather a lot of thinking and planning, perhaps. But by no means an exhausting experience. And the test results are all but guaranteed to be delicious. Now let’s put it down on paper and see what it looks like: 
 
      
 
    2/3 cup flour pastry flour (preferably) or all-purpose flour 
 
    1/3 cup pasta flour 
 
    2 ½ oz. very warm water 
 
    ¾ oz. corn oil 
 
    ½ tsp. active baker’s yeast 
 
    ½ tsp. salt 
 
    ½ tsp. sugar 
 
    Melted butter for the pan (choose quantity at time of baking) 
 
      
 
      Mix all dry ingredients, then add water and corn oil. Mix thoroughly, then knead by hand or by machine for three to five minutes. Cover loosely and let stand until doubled in size. Knock down and let rise again. Line a pizza pan with melted butter, and bake for 8 to 10 minutes at 500° with toppings of choice, or fine-tune the cooking time to your own preference.    
 
      After all that planning and calculation, the finished recipe isn’t really all that complicated, is it? I don’t think so. And the recipe formulation process for any new crust idea you’ll ever have need not be any more complicated than the one we just went though, as long as you stick with the fundamentals of the design process and clearly visualize the kind of finished product you want. Of course, I’m very experienced at this whole process, so I had no problem going through it pretty quickly, and this may not be the case for you at this point in time. But with patience and dedication, there’s nothing stopping you from getting to the same level of skill and efficiency I’m at- especially considering that it didn’t really take me all that long to get there, and I’m sure you’ve been picking up on everything I’ve been saying, right? If you’re still following along at this point, I’m sure you have. 
 
      So where are you at with this process now? Do you have some different types of flour in your pantry, or do you need to go out and get some? After reading this section, do you feel inspired to experiment, or are you going to keep on using trusted recipes supplied by others? There’s really nothing wrong with either approach, as long as you’re aware of what you’re trying to achieve whenever you try a new recipe. But as far as I’m concerned, learning how to hone in on the relevant parameters of any type of recipe that you’re trying to perfect, and using sound scientific reasoning and careful judgment based on personal experience, is far and away the best method to use. These skills still come into play whenever you’re using someone else’s recipe as well, but when the recipe comes from yourself, the process of perfecting it is just that much more meaningful and rewarding, I think. I think you’ll agree once you start experimenting and coming up with recipes that give you satisfying results. 
 
      
 
    Q&A and Further Pizza Artist/Addict Reflections 
 
      
 
      While we've covered quite a few topics in the span of this book so far, there might be some questions that you still have, and I'll do my best here to anticipate and answer them. Keep in mind that there are many areas of pizza-making that converge with the broader worlds of baking and cooking, and I can't possibly answer every question that you could ever ask, as that would probably take forever.  What I'm doing here is simply trying to pick up any loose threads or points that may have fallen through the cracks, without taking too much time. Any questions that you feel I haven't adequately answered here can probably only be answered through your own experiences, and there's nothing wrong with that. 
 
      
 
    Question: I mixed all my ingredients and waited for my dough to rise, and nothing happened. What went wrong? 
 
    Answer: Hopefully, you won't ever find yourself in this scenario. But this is a very important question to answer, if it does apply to you, and there are quite a few possible answers. I'll address the most likely causes as follows: 
 
      
 
    1)        You killed the yeast. There's no doubt in my mind that you've made every effort to use good common sense, and to follow my instructions regarding the use of warm water in your dough, but it is possible that you proofed your yeast in water that was just a bit too hot, and you killed it. This is a rookie mistake that plenty of people have made, and if this is what happened, I'm sure you'll learn your lesson and not do it again. If you're uncertain of the temperature of your water, and you suspect that this might be the problem, use a thermometer. If you're proofing your yeast directly in water, don't let the water temperature go above 120º to be safe. The range of 105º to 115º is generally considered ideal for proofing yeast. If you're mixing the yeast in with the other dry ingredients, you can take the water temperature up to 130ºwithout worry; the other ingredients will cause a temperature drop and the yeast will be safe. If you strongly suspect that this is the problem, and your dough is still young, it's not too late to mix in some fresh hydrated yeast and try again. I won't make any promises that this will work, but it might be worth a try. If, after another 24 hours, you still don't see any significant expansion of the dough, it's definitely time to throw it out and start over again. 
 
    2)    You used yeast that was dead. While this is not very likely to be the case, it is at least remotely possible. Yeast has an extremely long shelf life in reality- far longer than what the manufacturers of the yeast you buy would like you to believe. In fact, there have been cases of minute traces of yeast found in prehistoric fossils from millions of years ago being brought back to active duty, believe it or not! But yeast is not indestructible, and there is at least a slim chance that if the yeast you used was way past it's expiration date, it's usefulness is gone, or at least severely diminished. Check the expiration date on your yeast. If you're having a problem with your dough not rising, and the yeast is way past it's prime, this could be the problem, and you may be able to solve it by simply mixing in some fresh hydrated yeast, if you do it soon enough. Again, I'm not promising that this will work by any means, and you will probably not get the best results if it does, but it might be worth a try. 
 
    3)    You used flour that was too old. As counter-intuitive as it might sound, even a dry product like flour can turn rancid over time. This is because flour is not actually completely dry, having some moisture content that makes it susceptible to the effects of aging. If your flour is bad, no amount of yeast is going to produce a proper fermentation, no matter how long you wait. And even if the dough did rise, it would probably have a seriously stale flavor. If you don't know exactly how old your flour is, just be careful to check for bad aromas, or signs of bugs or anything else that doesn't belong in there, and don't hesitate to throw it out if you have a good reason to believe that it's contaminated, or too old to use. Flour is usually given a shelf life of eight months, and this is one of those cases where you really are well-advised to follow the manufacturer's recommendation. Unfortunately, if this is the scenario you find yourself in, there's nothing you can do to save your dough, and you need to throw it out and start over again with fresh flour. In the future, use only flour that you know for certain is fresh enough and has been properly sealed and kept from harmful contaminants. My advice is to store your flour in the freezer to keep it as fresh as possible. It should keep just fine for at least a year. 
 
    4)      Your water chemistry is way off. While it is highly unlikely that the pH balance of your water is sufficiently off-kilter to actually prevent fermentation completely, it can at least create the appearance that your dough didn't rise, even if it did to a minimal degree.  As I stated before, excessively soft water can produce flabby and soft dough that isn't properly risen, and excessively hard water can create a gluten structure that's actually too tight for proper rising to occur. Both of these conditions make for dough that's far from ideal, and there's not much that can be done to fix it. In the future, however, there are definitely corrective steps you can take to ensure that your water has what yeast needs to do it's job properly. At the risk of getting too geeky on you, I will point out that the proper pH level of water for baking is between 4 and 5, with a hardness level of 50 to 100 ppm (parts per million) of dissolved calcium carbonate. Obviously, I don't expect you to shell out big bucks for a professional lab analysis of your water, or get a thorough education in chemistry. All you really need to do- if you have reason to believe that your water chemistry might be to blame for problems with fermentation- is to take the simple steps I outlined earlier in the section on water. If you really want to, you can invest in a cheap pH meter or test strips, which are available at homebrew shops or online, or even at some gardening shops (or at least the pH meters are; the test strips are not as easy to find). I'm not going to bother repeating what I already said earlier. Just consider that this is one possible explanation for your problem, albeit not the most likely. Take this approach as seriously as you see fit, or seek other explanations. 
 
    5)    You used too much salt. Again, I have total faith in your ability to follow a recipe properly, but we all make mistakes sometimes, and this is especially true if you're new to baking and you don't yet have a feeling for the proper proportions of ingredients. If you read the salt content incorrectly on a recipe and used way too much, this could most definitely result in a fermentation that never got off the ground. I won't spend time repeating what I've already said about salt's role in baking, and how it can put yeast in check far too much. I know you read that section, and got the point, right? In this scenario, there's nothing you can do to save the dough. But if you know for sure that you used the wrong amount of salt, you already have the answer to your problem. Live and learn. 
 
    6)    You didn't use enough water. Yeast needs moisture to grow and do it's job- preferably as much as you can give it without letting the dough get too soft and flabby.  Dough with too little water will prevent the yeast from getting very far into it's work before the dough's gluten structure gets too tight and there's no more room for the yeast to expel the carbon dioxide gas that gives the dough it's body. At this point, fermentation will effectively cease, and you will not get a properly risen batch of dough. Once again, I'm sure you tried to read the recipe carefully, but it's possible that you misread the quantity of water needed for a given dough style, and didn't use enough. Can you save your dough in this situation by mixing more water? I've never tried this fix, as I've never encountered the problem, so I can't give you an informed answer from personal experience. Instinct tells me that it's a waste of time and you need to start over again, but you be the judge. It's your pizza, and your learning process. If you do try this trick, I'd advise starting another fresh batch at the same time, with the correct amount of water, just to make sure that you will get a usable batch of dough one way or another. We pizza addicts need our fix, don't we? Keep that dough coming. 
 
    7)    The baking environment was too cold for the fermentation process to finish by the time you expected, at least if you didn't increase your yeast content.  As previously mentioned, cold fermentation is a definite option, and something you may choose to experiment with at some point. However, what you may not realize is that yeast needs a lot more time to do it's job at lower temperatures, and you need to use more of it. If the room where you kept your dough was much below 70°, the yeast will have more of a challenge getting it's work done that it would at higher temperatures. In the future, if you don't have the means to provide the dough with a warmer place to rise, you need to use more yeast, and try to take some simple measure to at least keep the dough as warm as it can be. Keep it away from any drafty windows or other sources of cold air, and keep it covered well. And if you aren't in a big hurry, let the dough rise for one more day and see what happens. You just might be surprised to find the next day that the dough has finished rising, and it will suffer no ill effects for the additional time as long as it's properly covered. In fact, some highly regarded pizzerias let their dough rise for a full 48 hours to develop more flavor. Don't let anyone tell you that your dough will be ruined by this long of a rise time, or that cold fermentation can't produce good dough, because that's nonsense. You'd be surprised by how many so-called baking experts will post on their websites that cold temperatures kill yeast, but don't buy it. If this was true, we wouldn't keep our yeast in the refrigerator, would we? If your dough rises at a cold temperature, use it and see what you get. You might find that you actually like it as well as or better than dough risen at a higher temperature. As with everything else, fermentation temperature is an area where some trial and error occurs. Just roll with it, and adapt your processes. It's nothing to worry about. 
 
    8)    You used too much sugar. Like salt, sugar is hygroscopic-  meaning that it absorbs water, which can lead to a shortage of necessary moisture for the yeast to thrive. While I doubt that this is a likely scenario, you may or may not have heeded my advice about using sugar sparingly, if at all, and the result could be a very slow or even aborted fermentation. You might have gotten the idea into your mind that “hey, if yeast likes sugar, why not just use more of it?”, and went a bit overboard. Be honest. It's okay if that's what you did. Just don't do it again. If you insist on using sugar in your pizza dough, please take it easy and pay close attention to the effects it has. It is my considered opinion that only the rarest of circumstances or recipes dictate that you should you ever need to use more sugar than salt in your dough, and that adding more sugar should be about the last option you consider if you are experiencing problems with fermentation. The next time you feel like reaching for the sugar, try adding more yeast instead, okay? Try it out at least once and see what you think. 
 
    9)    The top of the dough dried out. If your dough isn't well covered, and the air where your dough is rising is exceptionally dry- which can happen in the winter months practically anywhere there isn't a humidifier in active use- the top of the dough could dry out and create a sort of 'shell' which prevents the stuff underneath from rising and expanding. This is something that happens often enough that you'll see it addressed regularly on online baking Q&A forums, and the cure is very simple: before you cover the dough, rub a small amount of olive oil or some other neutral-flavored oil over the surface. This should prevent that hard shell from forming, and you should get a normal fermentation. Remember, though, that if the cause of that dry top skin on the dough is cold air, to take the precautions I mentioned for that issue as well. 
 
      
 
    Question: How do I know for sure when my dough is ready to use? If it raised really fast, and I'm ready to use it, how can I tell if it's fully fermented, or if I should give it more time? 
 
    Answer:  I'm glad you asked. The basic 'rule of thumb' method for determining when dough is ready to use is very simple: if, when you push it down, it resists, and springs back up pretty quickly, then it's ready (or at least 'ready enough', if you really need to get cooking). If it sinks down without much resistance and doesn't come back up, it still needs more time. That's a pretty reliable test for a standard batch of dough without any wild ingredients in it. Every different dough formulation will behave in a slightly different fashion, but that test is good enough for any kind of dough I've ever worked with. Of course, dough that is given plenty of time and not rushed will have ideal flavor and gluten development, but we all have times when we need to just get a pizza in the oven as soon as possible, and as long as it passes this basic 'spring' test, it should be good to go. 
 
      Having said this, I must reiterate the point that I believe there is definitely such a thing as a fermentation that is too fast, even if the dough has every appearance of being totally ready. I touched on this idea early on the book when I was talking about rapid-rise yeast, and I return to it now that you've gotten to this point in the book, because I believe it is a critical one to understand if you really want to master your ideal pizza crust. As mentioned before, carbon dioxide gas expansion in dough is the driving force that develops gluten, and this is achieved most naturally (and most ideally, in my opinion) through a fermentation process that is given plenty of time and all of the other conditions it needs, and no more. When you're using rapid-rise yeast, and using a dough that has fermented for a lot less time than what is ideal, this gas expansion process happens at a more accelerated pace, and the gluten that is available in flour to be developed has less time to develop naturally. The process of gluten development is essentially set on 'turbo' mode, and the finished product created through this method is somewhat compromised (at least in flavor, if not in body) in overall quality compared to what you would get with a more prolonged procedure, in my opinion.  Am I going to dive into a long-winded scientific diatribe here? Of course not. As far as I'm concerned, you can do whatever you want to do with your pizza dough. But I do strongly believe that a longer rise will always produce a better end product than what a short rise will. Take that as you will. 
 
      Naturally, gluten development isn't the only factor coming into play. Pizza crust has both body and flavor, and gluten doesn't have a flavor. What does have flavor is yeast, and it can add plenty of it’s own nuances and overtones if it's allowed to really do it's thing without being rushed. I realize that I'm going a little astray from what I originally started talking about here, but it's hard to separate the 'active dry yeast vs. rapid-rise yeast' topic from the question of when dough is ready to use. The former issue has been addressed so often through the years in various cookbooks and online, that there is no way I'm going to launch into a full-blown exploration of the topic, as it would be pretty unnecessary. What I will say is that if you're going to use rapid-rise yeast, you should be careful not to incorporate much at all in the way of sugar into your dough, as this will give it more fuel than it needs to do it's job, and can result in a dough that is over-inflated and flabby. This might not necessarily be quite as much of a concern for other types of baked goods, but when it comes to pizza crust, balance is everything. You don't want to go through all the trouble of carefully mixing up your dough and waiting for it to rise, only to find that it's body is too gassy to work with easily, and too flimsy when it's finished baking. 
 
      So in summary, if you used rapid-rise yeast, you should have a usable batch of dough in two or three hours. And if you used active baking yeast, you could be good to go in more like six hours if you kneaded the dough thoroughly- or you could wait for twenty-four hours or even longer. The key signs are that it has already risen at least once and been knocked down, and that it passes the 'spring' test I outlined earlier. It's not rocket science. 
 
      
 
    Question: Most of the recipes I've seen from other sources specify a lot more yeast than you do. Why is that? 
 
    Answer: I don't blame you for wondering about this. Almost all of my yeast-risen dough recipes call for a minimal amount of yeast compared to other recipes you’ll find. But when you look at most recipes from other sources, you'd get the idea that you need to use at least a full teaspoon of yeast for any batch of dough, of any kind. In my opinion, this is one of the most widespread myths in the whole world of baking. And I think it comes from a simple misconception: that the amount of yeast used is the primary factor that determines the speed and/or quality of a fermentation. While the amount of yeast used is definitely a factor when you're expecting a batch of dough to rise quickly, the quality of the fermentation (which is really inseparable from the quality of the finished product) has a lot less to do with the amount of yeast used than other factors that come into play- namely the amount of kneading the dough is given, the type of nutrients the yeast is given, and the amount of time the process is given to finish. And even if you start with a small amount of yeast, what's important to remember is that yeast is an organism that reproduces rapidly, if it's given the right conditions. Will a dough that's given a large amount of yeast and yeast nutrient to start with complete the process of fermentation more quickly than a dough that's given a smaller amount of yeast and less yeast nutrient? You bet it will. But again, the quality of the fermentation is what we need to concern ourselves with. And when we use the word 'quality', we're talking about a specific profile of flavor and body that can change according to traditional style or your own preference, and does not necessarily benefit from an overly yeast-dominated character. If we were to be shooting for a traditional Neapolitan pizza crust, the standard of quality dictated would be that the finished crust does not taste of yeast, but of pure baked crust. This is not just my opinion. It's age-old tradition, and it's the reason why I specify a relatively small amount of yeast, with a fermentation time that's not overly long, but a good long kneading.  To the Italians, an overly strong yeast character in their pizza crust suggests an incomplete fermentation, and is undesirable. The quality developed in that style of crust is obtained largely from the long kneading and a high-quality flour, and the yeast's only role is to give the dough the required body, not to contribute flavor.  
 
      Likewise with Chicago-style crust- you want a biscuity crust with a good balance of crumbliness to crispiness, and a strong yeast character is rather out of place. The toppings on the crust will have a ton of savory flavor, and the crust, while making it's presence known in a very satisfying way, doesn't rely on yeast for flavor. In other instances, especially when you're creating your own style of crust, a healthy smack of yeast character in the finished crust might be perfectly acceptable, and even desirable. For that matter, even when you do choose to go with a traditional style, but you want to tweak it to your liking, you might choose to throw in some extra yeast for flavor. As always, it's your call. The point I'm making here is that you shouldn't confuse quantity for quality when it comes to the amount of yeast to use, or the time needed to hit your target flavor and body profiles in your dough. Quality is a target to be aimed for, not a race to be run. And it's something that you will only identify with time and experience. I think you get the point. 
 
    Question: You've mentioned proofing the yeast in water, but you make it sound like it's an optional step. Isn't it necessary? 
 
    Answer: As far as I'm concerned, proofing the yeast is definitely an optional thing, at least in a lot of cases. If you're making a large batch of dough and you have some environmental factors working against you, like cold/dry air, less than optimal amount of yeast on hand, or other issues, then proofing the yeast is probably a good idea. But under more ideal circumstances- especially if you're only making a small batch of dough- I can say from years of personal experience that I rarely ever proof my yeast, and proper rising and fermentation is never a problem for me. The times that I do it are when I'm making a style of crust where a healthy dose of yeast character is welcome in the finished product, or where I want the dough to rise as much as possible before baking, like with a flatbread crust. When I'm making a batch of dough for thin crust pizza, I never proof the yeast. I just give it a full twenty-four hours to finish, and I'm never disappointed with the final results. Use your own judgment here, but trust me when I tell you that proofing is a 'do it when you think it's necessary' kind of thing, and not automatic. 
 
     Question: I’ve come across other recipes for pizza dough that call for a higher moisture content than what the 4: 1.5 ratio in this book calls for. Why do you insist on that ratio? 
 
    Answer: What you need to remember is that pizza, probably more than any other kind of food, is something that really started in restaurants long before they became a staple meal made at home, or at least in America. And as is often the case in today’s world of information overload and short attention spans, some critically important information often gets lost in translation when recipes are converted from the restaurant world to the world of home cooking. Somewhere along the way, it became standard practice to cook pizzas in gas ovens that don’t reach anywhere near the temperatures of the old coal and wood fired ovens of decades past, and we’ve only recently seen a resurgence of interest in pizzas cooked at high temperatures, especially of the wood fired variety. 
 
       I’m rambling a little bit here, but what I’m getting at is that the temperature that a pizza is cooked at determines, to a large degree, the moisture content that it’s dough requires. Why is that? It would probably require a large block of text to adequately describe all of the thermal dynamics involved in the baking of a pizza, but suffice to say that in an oven that operates at very high temperatures (relative to gas ovens), pizzas that enter into that oven are blasted with a lot of heat, and the moisture in the dough is compelled to boil and evaporate very quickly, and if there isn’t a sufficient amount of moisture to begin with, that dough is going to dry out and burn very quickly. So compared to a dough recipe designed for a regular home oven, one that’s designed for baking in a professional pizza oven operating at a much higher temperature is going to require a moisture content that’s more like 60% or 65%- far higher than the 37.5% I specify for my Basic Thin Crust recipe- to allow for that rapid burning off of liquid. 
 
      Now, getting back to where I started, quite a few of the recipes you’ll find online these days for pizza dough are from up-and-coming professional pizzaioli (or just copycats who are passing on information that they don’t understand) who have, for whatever reason, neglected to mention this critical detail. This is where the discrepancy comes from. And I can all but guarantee that if you try to make a batch of dough with a moisture content that’s as high as what they specify, you’ll end up with a sloppy mess that’s nothing like what you had in mind, or at least if you were expecting a pizza that’s thin and crispy. 
 
      In the end, though, recipes are only guidelines, and it will always be up to you to trust your instincts and develop your knowledge. If a recipe just sounds wrong to you, but you’re dying to try it out, just to see what kind of end product you get, there’s nothing wrong with doing just that. Knowledge, after all, comes from experience. If you’ve given my 4: 1.5 shtick your best effort and you just aren’t finding that it’s giving you the kind of pizza you’re after, there’s nothing else to do but try out a new approach. My intention is to give you a starting guideline, not nail you down to a religious routine that you can’t stray from. All I ask is that you start with that guideline and pay close attention to the results you get from it. 
 
    Question: In all of your recipes, you specify measurements by volume, and not weight. Isn't it necessary to weigh out the ingredients to have consistent results? 
 
    Answer: When I first started writing this book, I fully intended to give the most detailed information possible for all of my recipes, including weights and any other relevant data that I thought would ensure consistent results. To some people, this is necessary and expected. But the further I got into the process, the more I realized that the purely scientific approach to writing just isn't really my style, and I don't think it's either necessary or beneficial in getting this information across. And besides that, I don't know exactly what brands of products you'll be using, so throwing exact 'down to the milligram' weights at you would be a bit meaningless unless I also specified particular brands of products that I expected you to use- something that I would never do. But what's more important is that science is only a part of the process of creating great pizza, and it can't be the only way you approach the craft, because it's ultimately only a tool. 
 
      Actually...you know what? Let's really cut to the chase here. You're setting out to be a master of pizza, right? Yeah, you know you are. You don't want to be just somebody who follows recipes and repeats procedures like a robot. You want to know that you can make spectacular pizzas any time you feel like it. Where does knowledge like that come from? Recipes?  In a way, yes. But only as a starting point. Ultimately, technique is what really separates those who just go through the motions from those who truly create. And technique comes from inner confidence and fine-tuned vision, things that no book can teach. 
 
      Yes, I could go on and on if I wanted to, about the importance of following recipes to the letter. In fact, I actually do just that from time to time. But the real reason I do that is because I want you to develop your craft by getting an understanding of how your crust takes shape as a product of the ingredients in a recipe, not just nail down a set of ingredients in your mind and never even think of deviating if instinct tells you to. The art of making great pizzas is something that naturally evolves over time, as you continue to get closer to actualizing your ideal creations, as you get more familiar with your ingredients, and as your senses become progressively more harmonized with your inner creative forces. All of this is deeply intuitive and kinesthetic stuff, as much as it is scientific. The numbers only give you a starting point. From there, your explorations and experiments will slowly build up your technique and creative vision. Your mind and senses will guide you more and more confidently toward your creative goals, and your hands will lock in the muscle memory required to execute the motions necessary to shape your pizzas to a consistent standard of quality. 
 
      In short, what I'm telling you is that pizza mastery lies in the doing and the understanding, not the measuring. Technique is paramount, and it's something that cannot be measured. Measurement is fine. If you feel that you get your most satisfactory results when you weigh out your ingredients, I wouldn't dream of telling you to stop doing it. But don't be a slave to routine, don't let yourself feel like you have to weigh out every little molecule of stuff that goes into your dough, and don't ever stop yourself from experimenting when you get the urge. All of these things lead to fatigue and boredom, not the creative freedom and joy of creation that you should let yourself have. I can't break it down any more clearly than that. But by now, I think maybe you're getting my point. 
 
     Question: If all pizzerias use professional mixers and other expensive industrial equipment, is it really possible to get pizza at home that's as good as what I can get from a restaurant? 
 
    Answer: If, by now, I've failed to convince you through my words alone that you really can make pizzas at home that rival the ones from the best pizzerias, I think it's time you just stop ordering pizzas from restaurants for a while and eat nobody's pizzas but your own, until you've nailed down at least one recipe that you find to be completely satisfactory according to your own standards. That's the only way to shut off the needless conflict in your mind between your own pizzas and everybody else's. I know this might sound like kind of an extreme challenge to take on, but I can't think of a better way for you to really zero in on your own style. I mean this statement in every way. Your style, your technique, and your taste are all that really matters when it comes to crafting your pizzas to perfection. This is not a competition. Nobody else can make pizzas quite like you can, because your own perfect pizza can only come from you, and that's exactly what gives you an edge over restaurants.                                                
 
        Think of it this way: if I were writing a book about writing, instead of a book about how to make pizza, I would be telling you to focus on your own writing instead of constantly comparing your work to that of other writers, and the same basic idea applies just as much to cooking. Sure, the basic template for pizza has already been laid down, and there’s nothing wrong with applying an objective, outside perspective, from time to time. But you should only do so to remind yourself of what you’re working towards, or to try new styles you haven’t experienced before so you can continue to broaden your culinary perspective- not to chastise yourself in the least way if your current efforts aren’t yet producing the kinds of results you really want.  Even if, at this point, you're convinced that you'll never equal the quality of the pizzas from your favorite pizzeria, it doesn't matter. No restaurant can get inside of your head and craft your perfect pizza from the inside out like you can... and will. It's not about expensive equipment or exotic ingredients. It's not about having a culinary degree or coming from a certain place, or having some special kind of life experience. It's about putting the time and effort into your cooking that it takes to find that special character that can only come from you. From this point on, there is nothing that can stop you from creating that pizza you've always imagined.          
 
       Do you remember how, when you were a kid, there was somebody in your life who made something, like your mom's grilled cheese sandwich, that just couldn't be topped by anybody else's, even in an expensive restaurant? That's just the kind of thing we're talking about here. I can't nail it down to any one thing that sets your own ideal pizza apart from anybody else's, because I'm not you. But one thing is certain: whatever it is, it can only come from your own kitchen. It might take a year, or it might only take a week. You might achieve it through experimenting for a long time, or you could nail it down very quickly, and some of your greatest advances could happen completely by accident, believe it or not. 
 
      The point is that it doesn't matter how long it takes. Think of it like this: when you look back at how long it took for you to learn how to write, or read, or ride a bike, or anything else important, do you even remember exactly how long it took to go through that process, and do you care? Do you ever look at anything you know how to do well and think to yourself “gee, I’m so glad it only took x number of years to learn how to do that”? Of course you don’t. The process of learning how to make perfect pizza crust will be just like anything else you learned how to do. Once you’ve got it perfected, you won’t even remember what it was like to not know how to do it. Project yourself forward in time, in your imagination, and think about how it’s going to be when you really do know how to bang out an awesome batch of dough, just like riding a bike, with barely any thought or effort required at all, and your subconscious mind will automatically steer you towards that goal. Just keep refining your technique, keep trying out whatever ideas sound right to you, and your own kitchen will eventually become your favorite pizzeria in the world. It's just a matter time, believe me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Summary (Sort Of) 
 
      
 
      So what's the take-away from all this information? Hopefully after reading this book, you have gotten a clear understanding of the fundamentals and specifics of pizza dough in terms of both ingredients and handling. And hopefully you have at least gotten some idea in your head of what kind of dough to start making. If you've already started making some dough before you finished this book, that's awesome, and I'm sure you're on the way to perfecting your recipes and techniques. The key with this whole dough-making thing is not giving up. It's like anything else- if at first you don't succeed...well I think you know the rest. I hate to sound clichéd, but there really is no substitute for sustained, intentional, focused attention and effort when it comes to perfecting food- or perfecting anything else, for that matter. 
 
      I laid this book out the way I did because I know that for most people, making dough is the biggest challenge on the road to becoming a pizzaiolo, so I wanted to tackle it first. It can be a tricky thing to work with, and unless you have some extensive baking experience, you might not feel confident about taking on the challenge. But hopefully by this point, you've gotten past your initial hurdles and committed yourself to getting your dough just the way you want it, as long as it takes. 
 
      There are many points that I did not specifically address earlier in this book because I really wanted to lay it out in an action-based format, where you’re reading the essential information, then getting right down to business making your dough, and worrying about details later. I really hope that you've taken my cue and have at least one batch of dough made my now. But whether you have or not, here are some important points to remember on your way forward: 
 
     *Choose your flour (or blend of flours) wisely. If you're going with an old standby flour that you know always works for you, that's great. But if you're using one that's new to you, carefully consider how you need to use it, and for what effect. Above all, know why you're using it, and what you hope to achieve by using it. Never use anything in your pizza dough without having a clear idea of what you hope it will contribute to the finished product, even small ingredients. From the descriptions I've given of the various different types of flour, pick at least one besides all-purpose flour that you feel would be a good one to experiment with, and use it least a couple of times. 
 
    •  Pay very close attention to the composition of your dough recipes, particularly the ratio of flour to water. The 4: 1.5 ratio that I've laid down has served me well for years in my thin crust dough formulations, and I use it as a guiding principle. I'm not going to say that this is the one 'magic formula' to make perfect dough with per se, because it is possible to make good dough using a somewhat higher quantity of water. That's just the ratio that I've come to stick with for thin crust dough, regardless of the type of flour I'm using. For other types of dough, obviously, a different ratio of flour to water will be appropriate. Whatever ratio you settle on for a given dough style, remember it well for the future, and be very conservative when you add more water.  If you use a type of flour that you think might be too soft for a given amount of water, weigh that fact accordingly, and let your hands be your guide at mixing time. With thin crust dough, it should start out being somewhat stiff, but should yield to kneading within a minute or two. If you choose not to knead, just be sure that most of the flour has been incorporated into the dough. If you need to add a little bit of water to absorb all the flour, do so- but sparingly- and don't be too quick to make that assessment. Work with the dough for at least a couple of minutes and really try to mix the flour and water well before you rush to add more water.  If you add too much water, the final dough will be too wet and sticky, and you will have a very hard time stretching it out into a usable crust. And if the dough starts out too dry and stiff, the yeast will have a harder time making it rise, and the gluten may not properly develop. It's a balance that's a little tricky to nail down, and that's why it's so important to take your time and really feel your dough, not just mix it, and remember how your dough feels for future reference. For instance, if your dough feels sticky and loose when you first mix it and your finished dough is too hard to work with, take that into consideration the next time you whip up a batch. 
 
       * The other ingredients you use- flour, yeast, salt, and anything else, will also play important roles. But having the right moisture content from the beginning is the most important thing. You can usually get away with using a tiny bit too much salt or not quite as much yeast as would be ideal, and you can choose to knead or not to. But if the moisture content is too far off the mark, your finished crust is just not going to have the kind of body you want it to have. If you only take away one critical idea from this book, it should probably be this one. It's that important. 
 
    •    Don't forget that water isn't the only possible form of moisture that you can use in your dough recipes. If you feel like using oil, there's nothing wrong with that. Just remember that oil weighs more than water, and that it can prevent proper gluten formation if you use too much.  If you feel like experimenting with oil, take a conservative approach, increasing the oil content by around 1 ounce (in place of water) per successive batch until you arrive at a dough formulation that has the body and flavor you're seeking. 
 
      And if you want to experiment with some other liquid, like beer, go for it. Just consider carefully any ingredients that are in that liquid and how they might affect the finished product, particularly with respect to fermentation. Flavor and texture are paramount, of course, but just because something seems like it would taste good in pizza crust, you still need to take a critical look at any ingredients it contains, and consider the effects it might have. Does it contain sugar? Or sodium? Is there anything in it that could inhibit healthy yeast growth or gluten development? Is there anything in it that you've never even heard of before, and might be some weird artificial junk that isn't meant to be cooked? Think about these things, but as always, go with your instincts and pay close attention to the baking process and the finished product. 
 
    •  Let your senses and accumulated experience guide you, but never forget that we're talking about baking here, and it is as much a science than an art. Carefully research any ingredient you choose to experiment with that's not familiar to you before you throw it into your dough, and know what to expect from it. And most importantly, don't feel like you have to keep playing around with something if you don't feel like it's helping you achieve your desired finished crust. I've outlined the most commonly used and trusted ingredients for pizza dough for you. I may not be the world's foremost expert on pizza dough, but I'm quite confident in saying that you don't need to go seeking out exotic 'secret' ingredients to perfect your dough.  Experimentation is fine, but you don't need to reinvent the wheel. If there's anything I haven't covered in this book that you're curious about using, by all means hunt it down and give it a try.  But stick with the basics first before you move on to anything more complex, because anything you play around with beyond the fundamental stuff is most likely just a refinement, not a game-changer. 
 
    •Always remember that the best way to experiment is to do a side-by-side comparison. If you're working on perfecting a certain dough recipe, it's a good idea to make one small batch (think one single dough per batch) of your last prototype, and one small batch of your newest one. Make a simple pie with each prototype, with just sauce and cheese, or whatever kind of basic topping complement you choose, and taste them both at the same time. Observe the differences in taste and body carefully. Trust equally in your abilities to taste and formulate, and never forget that whatever you're experiencing, you created it. Taking full ownership of the fruits of your labor is very important. It creates character as a cook, it deepens your understanding of the ingredients you work with, and it broadens your whole outlook on cooking in general. Even if your initial reaction to your own work is negative, eat it anyway- or at least some of it- and really taste it carefully. Judging your mistakes is, in it's own way, even more important than judging your accomplishments. If you never take the time to really take in the full depth and breadth of your mistakes, you won't be able to anticipate and prevent them in the future. 
 
    • Follow recipes closely, and if you're crafting your own, make sure you're writing everything down. Even details that might seem insignificant, like different brands of ingredients or minor environmental changes, can make more pronounced differences in your finished product than what you expect, especially when it comes to flour, so pay attention to everything you're doing and everything you're using. Keeping a detailed journal of your experiments is the best way to make sure you're moving towards your perfect dough, and there are few things in life more frustrating than coming up with a perfect recipe, and then not being able to duplicate it because you can't remember it. 
 
    • Choose the right crust for the right toppings. If you're going for something light and delicate, like a pizza with just a little olive oil, garlic, and light sprinkling of cheese, a thin crust is probably your best bet. If you're in the mood for a pizza with a generous amount of hearty toppings, like sausage and extra cheese, use a crust that will accommodate all that weight, like a deep dish crust. No matter what's on your pizza, the crust is pretty much always the star of the show, whether it brings much attention to itself or not. No pizza can succeed without a good crust, so don't try to fool yourself into thinking that you can bury a lame crust with stellar toppings and get away with it. Even if you're the only person eating your pizza, you'll always know that you could do better. 
 
    • Flour, even the exotic stuff you have to order online, is one of the cheapest types of food you can buy, so don't worry about wasting a lot of money on something that's not worth the expense. The most expensive bag of flour I ever bought cost less than ten dollars, and it got used in some great pizza dough. The worst thing that can possibly happen if you buy some flour that doesn't work in pizza dough is that you'll have to go on a culinary adventure to find some other use for it. It will never be a total waste of money, unless you just hate the flavor or texture of it no matter what you put it in. Even then, you can always just find someone to give it to who will put it to good use. 
 
    • All of the ingredients that go into your dough, except maybe the salt, are perishable. They will last quite a while, but they won't last forever, and sub-par ingredients make for sub-par finished products, whether it's pizza dough or anything else. If you know (or even have a strong suspicion) that any of your ingredients have been sitting around for too long and will prevent your dough from being as good as it could be, avoid using it and get yourself some fresh ingredients to use instead. And to keep your flour at it's best for as long as possible, keep it in the freezer, optimally in a sealed plastic bag. It's always worthwhile for your peace of mind to make sure you're starting your dough out with the best chance of success it can have, and it's not an expensive investment. 
 
    • If you want to try the 'carry over' method of reserving a small piece of dough from a batch of dough to carry over to the next, this is absolutely an option with pizza crust as much as it is with bread. Some bakers swear by this method as a means of deepening flavor and ensuring a healthy fermentation with their breads, and there's no reason why you can't try it with pizza dough. If you're a novice baker, you may never have even heard of this idea, and it might sound a little strange. I assure you that it will work perfectly well, and you may even find that you don't need to add more yeast to a batch of dough which has been mixed with previously fermented dough that still has living yeast in it. 
 
      If you're still not quite grasping what I'm talking about, let me explain further. We've already established that pizza dough (and bread dough) develops more flavor the longer it ferments, right? Then the next logical step, if you want to keep the ‘flavor ball’ rolling, is to pinch off a small piece of dough from one batch of dough before it gets baked, put it aside in the refrigerator, and mix it into the next batch. Simple enough, right? Yes, it really is. This is an idea that I didn't intend to cover in any great detail in this book, and it's something that you'll need to play around with to arrive at your own best practice. For starters, I would suggest pinching off about one-eighth or less of a standard four-cup batch of dough after it has fully fermented, letting it sit in your refrigerator until you start your next batch (preferably within five days or so) and simply mixing it into the next batch . From there, you could choose to add more yeast or not, and just see what happens. The objective is to deepen the flavor of the dough without (ideally) having to add more yeast, and possibly to shorten the time that it needs to complete fermentation and reach peak flavor. I won't make any promises that this will go off without a hitch the very first time you try it. But with some patient experimentation, you just might be rewarded with some highly satisfying pizza crust that tastes way better than you expect. Keep it in mind. 
 
    •  If you have kids and you want to start giving them some culinary education, making pizza dough is a great way to start. There's no cutting or heat involved, so it's completely safe. And you can also throw in some math and science education, too, when it's time to measure the ingredients, or when you need to divide or multiply numbers if you're scaling a recipe up or down, or creating a new one. Let them get involved in mixing the dough or measuring the ingredients, or just let them watch you do it and answer whatever questions they have. I don't know about you, but I don't think I've ever met a kid who didn't like pizza, so take the opportunity to get them involved in making it. You never know, you just might have the world's next great chef on your hands, and they might get their start with pizza dough in your kitchen! 
 
      
 
       Is there even more to say on the subject of pizza crust? Of course there is. I can't possibly convey every point on the topic in one book, and I probably wouldn't even want to try. This book is just a starting point in what I hope will be a journey that you will stay on for a long time, maybe even the rest of your life. From this point on, if you're willing, I'd like you to start thinking of your pizza dough as a painter would think of a canvas, or as a photographer would think of his camera. I want you to start realizing that the simple little lump of dough you create with your two hands can serve as a tool for delivering incredible flavors and indelible memories, and that there's no one else in the world who can make a pizza quite like you can. Your pizza is your pizza. 
 
      
 
    Summary (For Real) 
 
      
 
      So you finally made it to the end of this chapter. Now what? Have you felt like you got something out of it? Have you made an honest effort to put the information it contains to best use? Have you deepened your understanding of pizza crust, or at least gained a clearer idea of the kind of crust you want to create, even if you feel like you don't quite 'get' the process involved yet? If you aren't quite sure of the answer to any or all of these questions, that's fine, because even though you finished reading this chapter, your true journey as a pizzaiolo is just beginning. Whether you've become inspired by my book to spend some serious time perfecting your own special pizza crust, or you settled on one recipe I gave you (assuming I did my job well), it doesn't matter. From this point on, you will never look at pizza, or the act of making it, or even the act of eating it, quite the same way again...I hope. Now, on to the next chapter. 
 
       
 
      
 
    Sauce 
 
      
 
      Okay, now that we've finished what might have been the most challenging part of the book for you, it's time to move on to the next logical step in our process. For those of you who love cooking but are not as comfortable with baking, this chapter will probably come as a welcome return to your comfort zone. Sauces are one of the major cornerstones of almost all cuisines, and pizza is no exception. Did I just identify pizza as a style of cuisine in and of itself? I guess I did, and after making pizza for so long, it only seems natural that I should. Obviously, pizza is originally Italian, but it has evolved significantly since it's introduction to America, and to the rest of the world. It has become both ubiquitous and multifarious, and attained a celebrated status far above what it had a century ago, when it was considered just simple peasant food, and barely even known at all in America outside of New York City. Today, it's at or near the top of the list of America's favorite foods, and you get to be it's appointed chef in your own home. And now that you've mastered the dough (yeah, I know- you're working on it) it's time to add the title of saucier to your list of culinary bona fides. What does that mean? It means that you're going to learn how to not only make great sauces, but to create them from your imagination and available ingredients, without a recipe, and pair them perfectly with the other toppings that will go on your pizzas. 
 
      Does that sound like a little more of a challenge than what you had in mind? That's okay. As with the rest of this book, you can simply take the recipes from this chapter and use them as you see fit. Or, if you're starting to like the style of my culinary prose, you can follow along, and we'll do our best to broaden your culinary education, one sauce at a time. 
 
      So where do we start? Since I'm asking you to take a little bit of an odyssey with me, I'll start off in familiar terrain, with a traditional tomato sauce that even a pretty inexperienced cook can make pretty fast, with very simple ingredients. Then I'll move on to more involved sauces in the red sauce domain, then I'll cover lesser known, but still classic sauces that you'll be very happy to become acquainted with. Finally, I'll throw some geeky culinary terminology at you that will help you become confident in creating your own sauces from scratch for your own special creations. 
 
      Like with the previous chapter, if you're ready to rip into a recipe right now (or after a quick trip to the store), here's a recipe for a traditional and highly satisfying tomato sauce (which we’ll just call “Basic Pizza Sauce”) you can throw together in just a few minutes: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Basic Pizza Sauce  
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz., or thereabouts) whole, pureed, or diced tomatoes, of good quality 
 
    1 can (6 oz.) tomato paste 
 
    1 oz. (1/8 cup) olive oil 
 
    2 Tbsp.  red wine vinegar (optional) 
 
    2 tsp. chopped garlic, or 1 tsp. garlic powder 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried basil 
 
    ½ tsp. salt 
 
    ½ tsp. black pepper 
 
      
 
      If the canned tomatoes are diced or whole, puree them in a food processor (with whatever liquid they came in, don't toss it out) until they're smooth, but with just a little bit of chunkiness. Then add all other ingredients and mix them together well in a mixing bowl. Or just mix all the ingredients at the same time in a food processor, or in a large bowl with an immersion blender. That's it. 
 
      Was that easy or what? You don't even need to cook this sauce; it's ready to throw on a pizza right away. Like with the first dough recipe I gave you in the beginning of the last chapter, this is a very simple one to make- and modify- and if you're happy with it, you might just never feel the need to use another. Of course, you'll most likely want to tweak it a little bit to suit your own taste (I'm not saying it's perfect for everybody), but the basic structure of tomatoes and seasonings is fool-proof and malleable. It's a classic for a reason: you can use it just as it is, or make it your own, and it's great either way.        
 
        The options for personalizing this recipe are numerous. You can use or omit the vinegar (it just gives it a little extra zing)- or maybe substitute balsamic for a different flavor twist, use fresh herbs instead of dried- or throw in some other herbs that you like, such as rosemary or thyme, or use flavored olive oil of whatever kind you like, or up the ante on the quality of the tomatoes (I like to use Italian San Marzano tomatoes because I think they add a fuller tomato flavor), or maybe throw in a pinch of sugar; do whatever you like. If the idea of a quick sauce that you can perfect to your own taste appeals to you, which you can make with basic ingredients that you don't have to go out of your way to obtain, you can't go wrong with this one. Incidentally, it makes enough sauce for at least six 12” pizzas, so it goes a long way. 
 
      
 
      Now, if you're game, we'll move on to some more involved sauces that you may also find appealing, starting with another tomato sauce. The next one is a little closer to a marinara sauce. It's got a few more ingredients, and it requires cooking, but it's still not hard to make. I call it...drum roll, please...”Pizza Sauce” (wild applause, thank you), and it goes a little something like this: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz.) chopped, whole, or pureed tomatoes 
 
    1 can (6 oz.) tomato paste 
 
    2 shallots (not too big), finely chopped 
 
    4 oz. (by weight) carrot, finely chopped 
 
    2 Tbsp. vinegar (red wine or balsamic) 
 
    1 Tbsp. brown sugar 
 
    2 oz. (1/4 cup) olive oil 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried basil 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried thyme 
 
    2 tsp. ground fennel (optional) 
 
    1 tsp. salt 
 
    1 tsp. black pepper 
 
      
 
      Like with the last recipe, puree your tomatoes with their liquid, before you add them to the rest of the ingredients. Saute the shallots and carrots in the olive oil for a few minutes in a sauce pan on low to medium heat, stirring often enough that they don't stick to the pan, until they're soft, but not browned. Remove the pan from the heat, add the rest of the ingredients, and mix well. Return the pan to the burner, and cover it. Let it come to the point where it's hot enough to start splattering from the surface (which it will do a lot when it gets hot, so look out), then reduce the heat to a simmer and let it go for around 30 minutes, stirring it once every 5 or 10 minutes. Use a metal utensil for metal-to-metal contact so you can tell if the sauce is burning and sticking to the pan. This shouldn't happen, but you should still stir often enough to make sure it doesn't. Once it's cooked for 30 minutes, take it off the heat and taste it. If you think it needs a little more seasoning, go for it- but remember that this is a cooked sauce and it's flavor will intensify once it's cooled off and rested for a day. 
 
      I know what you're thinking- why the shallots? Aren't those for French cooking? You've probably never seen those used in any kind of red sauce, much less pizza sauce. I use those because they have the flavor of both onions and garlic, which are essential here, but they don't have the intensity of either, so they don't overwhelm the flavor of the sauce. If you'd really rather use onions and garlic to achieve the same effect, that's your call, of course. But I strongly recommend that you try making this sauce my way first before you make that substitution. Then you'll see what sets this sauce apart from others. And what's up with the carrot? Like I said, this sauce is more like a marinara, so it's got a bit more going on than just tomatoes and seasonings. The carrots add a little more depth and complexity, and there's nothing wrong with that, right? You also might not have encountered ground fennel before, and you might not like it if you have. Personally, I love it, and I use it directly on my pizzas as a seasoning on a regular basis. If you don't like it, or don't feel like running out to find it (which can be a bit of a challenge), don't worry about it. The sauce will still be great without it, just different. 
 
      So what makes this sauce worth all the effort, when you can just whip up a batch from the previous recipe in a few minutes and call it good? That's a question you'll have to answer for yourself. I've worked in three restaurants that all made excellent pizza, and out of those, two made an uncooked pizza sauce, and one made one that was cooked. The sauces at all of those restaurants were each excellent in their own way, and the pizzas made in those restaurants were all quite different from each other. I can't necessarily say that the cooked sauce was my favorite per se, but it was a great sauce, so it inspired me to create my own, and perfect it in my own style. Once you've tasted a cooked pizza sauce, you'll know that there's something about it that an uncooked sauce just doesn't have, a certain richness that only a long time on the stove can develop. And speaking of cooking time, you will undoubtedly encounter other recipes for cooked pizza sauce that call for far longer stretches on the stove, more like two or three hours. So if you're concerned about being tied down to your kitchen while you've got other things to do, believe me when I tell you that this recipe is nowhere near as time-consuming as some others you could go with. 
 
      All in all, I would call this an intermediate recipe as far as cooking skill is concerned. It's obviously more complicated than the first recipe, but it doesn't take a master chef to make it. And actually, it's probably the most complex and time-consuming sauce recipe I've got to throw at you, so if you can get past this one, there's really nothing in the rest of this book that should intimidate you in the least way. 
 
      
 
      Okay, if you're ready to move on to another recipe, here's another one that's easy to make. This one has a much thicker body than either of the first two recipes, and a very concentrated flavor. It's great for any style of crust, but is especially well-suited for a flatbread crust (or something even thicker), where it's bold character can easily hold it's own against a big bready powerhouse and still be the star of the show. If you choose to use this sauce, try it out with a simple pizza first, with little in the way of toppings except a little bit of cheese. Then, if you want to ramp things up, pair it with a little bit more, like some sausage (or maybe salami) and black olives. This is a great sauce for a minimalist pie, when you don't feel like making a big production out of a meal, or for those times when you don't have a whole lot of stuff hanging around your house to use up, but you still crave something with big flavor. I really love this one because as long as I have at least one can of tomato paste, a little bit of cheese, and my usual lineup of pizza seasonings on hand, I can always whip up a great meal in no time. If you really insist that I give this recipe a name, I'll call it “Thick and Rich Pizza Sauce”, and here it is: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Thick and Rich Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
    1 can (6 oz.) tomato paste 
 
    ¾ cup water 
 
    2 large garlic cloves, finely chopped 
 
    1 tsp. salt 
 
    1 tsp. sugar 
 
    1 tsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 tsp. dried basil 
 
    1 tsp. dried rosemary 
 
    ½ tsp. ground fennel powder (optional) 
 
    ½ tsp. paprika 
 
    1 Tbsp. olive oil 
 
      
 
      All you really need to do is combine all the ingredients, mix them up until you get a smooth sauce, and let them sit for at least 15 minutes to let the flavors blend together, and that's all there is to this one. Like with the last recipe, this one is wide open to your own interpretation, and you can tweak it to your own taste any way you like. If you like, you can even throw in a couple of teaspoons of anchovy paste to really deepen the flavor.  Like I said before, all you need on a pizza with this sauce is a sprinkling of cheese, like Parmesan, or Romano, or Grana Padano, and you're good to go. Home-made pizza doesn't get much easier than this. One important note: as this sauce obviously incorporates a fair amount of water, I find it best to place it under the cheese on any pizza you make with it, and not on top, or else the direct exposure to the ambient heat is likely to make all that water separate and make a mess on the top of the pizza, and nobody wants that. This recipe makes enough for at least three 12” pizzas, depending on how much you like to use on any one pizza. 
 
      
 
      Okay, continuing with the “thick and rich” theme, I think it's time to unveil something I think maybe you've been waiting around for, something that works well for the style of pizza that comes out of a certain windy city. Yes, it's time for the sauce recipe you need to make your best deep-dish pizza. Needless to say, you may want to reserve this sauce for deep-dish pizzas. But in all honesty, I've used it on thin-crust pizzas as well, and found that I like it as well as any of my other sauces in that application. It's got a richness and a voluptuous body that stands up to pretty much anything you want to throw on top of it, and it can make for an absolutely killer pizza with nothing more than some mozzarella on top of the sauce. In full disclosure, I have never been behind the counter at a real Chicago deep dish pizzeria, and of course, you will find considerable variety in the character of the sauces that come from these restaurants, so to say that this recipe is in any way definitive would be a big stretch. But I definitely have quite a bit of experience formulating sauces (not just pizza sauces, but sauces in general), and I know what this kind of sauce should taste like. Let's say this sauce is broadly in the style of a Chicago deep dish pizza sauce, falling somewhere on the thick and rich end of the spectrum. 
 
       So without further ado, here is my “Windy City Pizza Sauce” recipe: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Windy City Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz.) crushed tomatoes 
 
    1 can (6 oz.) tomato paste 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried basil 
 
    1 tsp. dried thyme 
 
    ½ tsp. salt 
 
    ½ tsp. black pepper 
 
      
 
      Do not drain the juice from the crushed tomatoes. Add all ingredients in a bowl and mix well. That’s it. Too easy to be good? Absolutely not. Don’t let the simplicity of this recipe fool you. This one has all the right stuff to make a great deep dish pizza, and it’s just as good on most any other style of pizza as well. 
 
      
 
      Well now the time has come to finally unveil one that doesn’t come from a can, for those of you who are seeking out something in a more ‘made from scratch’ mold. Yes, I know, there are times when you need to go back to basics and make something totally fresh and natural, and this is one of those occasions right here. This is also a recipe where you can take it as a template and tweak it your own special way- especially since you’ll be using ingredients that will vary in their character by location and season anyway. For this one, I want you to take a trip to a local farmer’s market or wherever you can be sure that you’re getting the freshest produce possible, and take the time to pick out the stuff that looks the best. I’m sure you probably do this anyway if you’re an avid home cook, so the next time you go wherever you shop for produce, take a look at some good tomatoes and grab some for this recipe. And speaking of recipes, here is the recipe for “Oven Roasted Tomato Sauce”: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Oven Roasted Tomato Sauce 
 
      
 
    3 lbs. fresh tomatoes (I recommend vine-ripened tomatoes, but you make the call) 
 
    ¼ cup olive oil 
 
    1 Tbsp. brown sugar 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried basil 
 
    1 tsp. sea salt 
 
    1 tsp. fresh grated black pepper 
 
    ½ tsp. dried thyme 
 
      
 
      Preheat you oven to 325°. Then wash the tomatoes and cut out the cores. While tomatoes are drying, mix together the olive oil, herbs and seasonings in a bowl large enough to hold all the tomatoes, but leave out the brown sugar. Then cut the tomatoes in half lengthwise and toss them in the oil and seasoning mixture. Then lay the tomatoes, cut side up, on a large baking pan, lined with foil if desired. Take the bowl and drizzle any leftover oil over the top of the tomatoes. Once the oven is heated, place the tomatoes in and set a timer for 45 minutes. Check them at that point. If they’re done but not blackened, you could take them out at that point or let them keep going for up to another 45 minutes if desired. What matters is that the tomatoes continue to concentrate in flavor, but not burn or reduce to nothing.  Once the tomatoes are done, let them sit until they’re cool enough to handle, probably about ten minutes. Then take a large spoon and remove the pulp and seeds from in the inside of the tomatoes and discard them. Next, transfer the tomatoes into a saucepan. Now mash them up and turn on the heat to medium. Once the tomatoes have started to cook steadily, turn the heat down to a simmer and let them go for ten minutes, with a lid cracked open to allow the steam to escape and avoid splattering. After ten minutes, ladel any water off the top of the tomatoes and discard. Now use either an immersion blender or a food processor to puree the tomatoes until they’re just slightly chunky, but smooth. After this step, add the brown sugar, mix well, and simmer the sauce for 15 to 20 minutes, covered. Then taste and adjust seasonings if necessary. 
 
      Was that hard? Although this recipe does require more time and extra steps than most of the others, I don’t think it’s all that labor-intensive, especially for the quality of the product it yields. This one is great for simple tomato sauce and cheese pies, where the sauce is really a major player. Like I said, you could tweak this recipe to your own liking any way you wish, with regard to seasonings, selection of tomatoes, or even cooking time, if you want to roast the tomatoes longer. The important thing is to use the highest-quality tomatoes you can find and don’t rush the process. Take this recipe and perfect it your own taste. 
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    The tomatoes, all oiled and herbed up. These babies would be awesome right now, mixed in with some salad greens. But they’re destined for the oven and an awesome pizza sauce. 
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    The same tomatoes, laid out in the pan. 
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    The mashed-up, roasted tomatoes, about to be cooked into a delectable sauce. 
 
      
 
      
 
      So now that we’ve covered some traditional pizza sauces, I’d like to call one to your attention that you may never have considered as a possibility on pizza, but makes a great change of pace when you’re in the mood, if you’re up for it. There’s a good chance you’ve had it on pasta, if you’re a fan of real Italian food, and if you haven’t, it’s definitely one to try. While the idea of transplanting a sauce from pasta to pizza might not sound like a winner at first glance, this is one that makes the journey beautifully, if it’s flavor profile is up your alley. It delivers a salty, garlicky, peppery punch, and it doesn’t really need anything else added with it besides cheese, except maybe a few shreds of prosciutto. I’m talking about a sauce that’s faded into the background somewhat in recent years, and deserves a new home on pizza, in my humble opinion, and that sauce is called “Puttanesca” (just in case you’re wondering), and the recipe is as follows: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Puttanesca Sauce 
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz.) whole Italian plum tomatoes or other high-quality tomatoes 
 
    12 kalamata olives or a mix of olives, roughly chopped* 
 
    1 Tbsp. capers 
 
    4- 8 anchovy filets, to taste** 
 
    3 cloves garlic, finely chopped or crushed in a garlic press 
 
    1 Tbsp. olive oil 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried oregano 
 
    ½ tsp. dried red pepper flakes 
 
    ½ tsp. freshly ground black pepper, or to taste 
 
    ½- 1 tsp. smoked paprika (optional) 
 
      
 
    *There are many olives to choose from for this sauce. Avoid the bland canned ones that are labeled as just ‘green’ or ‘black’. You want to pick varieties that have a good amount of brininess and intensity. Traditionally, this sauce is usually made with black varieties, or with some green ones thrown in the mix as well. It’s your call. 
 
    **While anchovies are definitely not up everybody’s alley, they are an indispensable ingredient, and if you choose to go with the minimum quantity specified here, they don’t add any detectable fishy character. If you like the flavor of anchovies, by all means increase the quantity to your own liking. 
 
      
 
      Bring olive oil to simmer on medium-low heat in a saucepan. Meanwhile, crush the tomatoes by hand in a large bowl until they’re broken down into small pieces, but not too crushed. Throw the garlic into the pan and cook for about ninety seconds to two minutes, not long enough to brown. Add anchovies and gently break them up, and let simmer for thirty seconds. Then add olives and spices and let cook for another minute. Now add the tomatoes and every drop of liquid in the can. Bring the heat up to medium and stir periodically until the sauce reaches a high simmer and starts to bubble. Let it cook at medium for one minute, then turn the temp down to low and let it simmer, uncovered, for twenty minutes, stirring once every three minutes or so. Using a large spoon, skim off any excess water or oil from the top of the sauce before taking it out of the pan, so that it doesn’t make it’s way onto your pizzas. 
 
      The smoked paprika is not traditional to this sauce. It’s just my little twist that I think adds a nice smoky dimension to the sauce, and a touch more heat. Use this sauce on any kind of pizza that pleases you…or on pasta! Why not? Enjoy. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A bubbling panful of puttanesca sauce, almost finished. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      And now, for something completely different. Okay, maybe not completely different. Actually, this is something that's pretty recognizable at a glance, but it goes in a somewhat different direction than the recipes I've laid out thus far, and ends up with a sauce that I think you'll find quite pleasing. You'll recognize the basic template and all of the ingredients on the list, so there's nothing exotic there. There are just a couple more of them, and order of operations is probably a little bit surprising. But it's still not a 'work out' recipe that takes hours to finish, and the end result will be well worth your time. 
 
      So what kind of recipe is this? Is there some regional style I'm replicating here? Or is this a 'clone' recipe from a famous pizzeria? Nope. There's only one name for this recipe that really makes sense, and that's 'mine'. Yes, this is my 'house' pizza sauce recipe, because I designed this one with nobody's palate in mind but my own, although I think it has broad appeal. This recipe represents the distillation of years of experimentation and refinement, both in the restaurant world and at home. I won't promise you that this one will taste quite like any other pizza sauce you've had before, but that's the whole idea. It's a new experience, but one that's still quite familiar and satisfying. It takes the basic pizza sauce template and kicks it up a notch or two, to create a finished product that's powerfully flavorful and full-bodied; designed to stand up well to a panoply of toppings without losing any of it's impact, or to make a wonderful base for a simple cheese pizza. It also works well with pretty much any style of crust, which is an added bonus. But enough about “My Pizza Sauce” recipe. It's yours now, and here it is: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 My Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz.) can stewed tomatoes, pureed but still slightly chunky 
 
    1 can (12 oz.) can tomato paste 
 
    3 cloves of garlic, finely chopped or crushed with a garlic press 
 
    1 Tbsp. dry thyme 
 
    1 Tbsp. dry oregano 
 
    1 Tbsp. dry basil 
 
    2 tsp. dry rosemary 
 
    1 ½ tsp. Salt 
 
    ½ tsp. ground fennel 
 
    ½ tsp. black pepper 
 
     1 oz. (1/8 cup) brown sugar 
 
    1 Tbsp. red wine vinegar 
 
    ¼ cup water 
 
      
 
      Saute garlic in a sauce pan on medium-low heat for about four minutes, until it's fragrant and softened, but not browned. Now open the can of stewed tomatoes and drain all the juice into the pan. Then add all of the seasonings, brown sugar, and vinegar to the liquid and mix well. Bring the heat up to medium-high and cook for about five minutes, until the liquid starts to reduce and concentrate. While this liquid is cooking, puree the stewed tomatoes in a food processor or with a stick blender until they're smooth but still just slightly chunky.  Once the liquid has cooked long enough, add the pureed stewed tomatoes, tomato paste, and water. Use medium-high heat to bring the sauce up the point where it's very hot but not churning excessively, then turn the heat down to a simmer. Cover the sauce and let it simmer for one hour, stirring once every five or ten minutes. Taste the sauce, as always, and adjust the seasoning to your liking. This recipe makes enough for at least four deep-dish pizzas, and probably more like eight thin-crust pizzas, so be prepared to freeze what you don't use right way. It will keep just fine in the freezer. 
 
      
 
    How are you liking this tomato theme so far? Have you tried out any of these recipes yet? Are you ready for one more of these, or are you ready to move on from tomato sauce recipes? If you're willing to, stick with me. I've got another one that's got great, bold flavor, and it's probably not quite like any other you've ever had, and it's very quick and easy to make. It's got enough intensity that it can make for a very satisfying pie with nothing else added besides cheese (the creamier the better), but it can also pair beautifully with other bold ingredients, like roasted red peppers, or spicy sausage or salami. I call it “Fuoco Sauce” (fuoco is the Italian word for 'fire'), and if you like your sauces on the intense side, you will definitely appreciate it's piquant, but approachable character. So here it is: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Fuoco Sauce 
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz.) fire-roasted tomatoes 
 
    1 can (6 oz.) tomato paste 
 
    1 Tbsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 tsp. red wine or balsamic vinegar 
 
    ½ tsp. salt 
 
    ½ tsp. paprika, preferably smoked 
 
    ½ tsp. ground cumin 
 
    ½ tsp. crushed red pepper flakes 
 
      
 
      Blend all ingredients together in a food processor or with an immersion blender until smooth, but slightly chunky. Yeah, that's really all there is to it. You're done, and you've got a fantastic sauce that's ready to use immediately. 
 
      Here's an idea- now that you've taken in all of those recipes, how about going back to basics and making a sauce that's ridiculously simple? This one is so simple, I almost don't even want to call it a recipe. But don't let the simplicity of this sauce fool you- it may be easy to make and low on ingredients, but it's flavor is in no way lacking. Out of all the red sauces in this book, this one is the closest to a traditional Italian pizza sauce. But I won't presume the right to give it that name because it's my recipe and I'm not Italian. But I do insist that you use imported Italian San Marzano or Salerno tomatoes exclusively for this sauce, and use fresh herbs. It makes a great sauce for simple tomato-and-cheese pizzas, especially with fresh mozzarella.  I'll call this one “Super Simple but Awesome Pizza Sauce” (because that's what it really is), and the recipe goes as follows: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Super Simple But Awesome Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
      
 
    1 can (28 oz.) crushed San Marzano or Salerno tomatoes 
 
    ¼ cup fresh basil leaves, chopped, but not too finely 
 
    1 Tbsp. fresh oregano leaves 
 
    1 tsp. sea salt 
 
    Pinch of black pepper 
 
      
 
      Pulse the tomatoes in a food processor just a little, until the tomatoes are smoother but still slightly chunky. Combine all ingredients in a bowl, mix thoroughly, and let sit for at least 2 hours for the flavor to develop. Yes, that's really all there is to this one. You could throw in a couple of crushed garlic cloves if you wanted to, or maybe a pinch of black pepper. The seasonings are open to experimentation as always. But if you try it like it is at least once, I think you'll agree that it's really great. 
 
      
 
     And that, I believe, wraps up all the recipes I have to throw at you for pizza sauce of the tomato variety. I hope you’ve taken the time to look at these recipes and ponder their fundamental inner workings, just as you would have with dough. I’m sure you’ve noticed that there is a certain target body these recipes are designed to hit, although there is a fair amount of variety within that range. Some are a bit thick, some not so much. But the main thing is that they’re not runny or bland. The last thing in the world you want on your pizza is something that just creates a watery mess and contributes minimal flavor, and that’s an easy pitfall to avoid if you design a sauce carefully. The main thing to consider is that a sauce will behave a certain way in one situation, and a different way in another. Case in point: the Thick and Rich sauce. If you plop that stuff right on top of the cheese and bake your pizza at a scorching high temperature, it will very likely separate and create a mess and not deliver the flavor you intended; whereas if you place it under the cheese and bake at a lower temperature, it should deliver more than satisfactory results. Being judicious with the amount of sauce you top your pizzas with is hugely important, because balance is key. I’ve made it clear already that I advocate topping your pizzas with the sauce, instead of putting it under the sauce, for full flavor impact, and I hope you’ve taken that idea to heart. But even if you’ve tried that approach and weren’t crazy about the results, I still advise you to use your sauces with a deft touch and don’t let them overwhelm your pizzas- unless you’re making a simple pie topped with nothing but tomato sauce and cheese, in which case, a little ‘more is more’ can be just what the doctor ordered. Enough said. 
 
      
 
      Now that we’ve covered quite a few tomato sauces, I’d like to throw one at you that’s still got a touch of tomato, and still qualifies as a red sauce, but stands apart from the other recipes a bit. It’s main ingredient is something that goes incredibly well on pizza as a standalone item, but makes a fantastic sauce, and that is roasted red peppers. This sauce is one of the more involved in this book in terms of production, but it’s not too challenging or time consuming, it’s definitely not expensive, and it makes for an awesome departure from ordinary red sauces when you’re up for something different. It does require that you have a good selection of seasonings in your pantry, but you can also switch things up and try your own seasonings instead, as long you stick with the main ingredients. It has a relatively thick body, a touch of heat, and a spectacular flavor that goes well with a variety of other toppings, but it pairs especially well with a spicy sausage or salami, and a creamy cheese. And without further delay, here is the recipe for “Roasted Red Pepper Sauce”: 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Roasted Red Pepper Sauce 
 
      
 
    3 large red peppers, fully ripened, about 24 oz. by weight 
 
    ½ can (3 oz.) tomato paste 
 
    1 Tbsp. olive oil or other oil 
 
    1 ½ tsp. cumin 
 
    1 ½ tsp. smoked paprika 
 
    1 ½ tsp. dried oregano 
 
    1 tsp. salt 
 
    ½ tsp. ground fennel 
 
    ½ tsp. minced garlic 
 
      
 
      Start by cutting the peppers in half and removing the stems and seeds. Then cut the peppers into thick strips, about ¾” wide from top to bottom, and make sure you don’t throw out the tops. Then coat the peppers very lightly in oil and lay them out on a sheet pan (you can line the pan with aluminum foil to prevent the peppers from sticking to the pan if you wish), and bake them at 350° for 45 to 60 minutes, until they’re softened and fragrant, but not blackened. Don’t let the peppers go until the skins start to separate. If that happens, it’s okay as long as the peppers aren’t burnt, but don’t throw away the skins unless they’re really black and crispy, because they contain a lot of flavor. Let the peppers cool off for five to ten minutes. Now throw all ingredients together in a food processor and mix until the sauce is smooth, but still has a little bit of pulpiness to it. Now spread it on your next pizza and thank me later for the recipe. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sliced peppers, ready to be baked. Something really delicious is coming together here. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Designing Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
      Yes, just when you thought I was finally done with you, I’m afraid I must pull you aside for one more pizza geekfest (horror upon horrors). I promise you that this one will be nowhere near as long or as involved as the one on creating your own dough recipes, but just as important. 
 
      
 
     Elements of Pizza Sauce 
 
      
 
      While it’s pretty obvious what goes into pizza sauce (tomatoes), it’s just possible that you’ve never thought much about the different types of tomato product that go into the various types of sauces, and how they differ. Naturally, different types of sauce require different ingredients, depending on the desired flavor and body profile, and this is where a good knowledge of the various tomato products comes into play. So a quick primer is in order, if you’re interested. 
 
      
 
    Whole Tomatoes (canned): The name says it all here. The main thing to consider is the difference of quality between different brands and whatever other ingredients are also in the can. Usually, whole tomatoes are packed in tomato juice, with a minimal amount of something else to act as a preservative and chemical stabilizer, such as citric acid. But you will occasionally encounter some products of this type that have some odd junk thrown in, and these should be avoided. What you should look for is a reputable brand, and a product that comes from a region known for producing high-quality tomatoes, such as Italy (ideally) or California. The famous San Marzano tomatoes from Italy, and the lesser known and generally less expensive Salerno tomatoes from that same country, are always a safe bet. They have earned a good reputation due to their clean, fruity character and lack of seeds, as well as the time-tested methods of production that result in a consistent high standard of quality in general. It is easy to forget that tomatoes are actually a fruit, and not a vegetable, and that any sauce made with them needs to accommodate for this fact. Acidity is always a factor when dealing with tomatoes, whether you choose to let that acidity come through in the finished product or balance it out with sweet and savory elements. A good deal more can and has been said on this topic many times before, but suffice to say that it pays to try out different brands of tomatoes to find ones you like using. 
 
      
 
    Crushed or Pureed Tomatoes: These should be just plain tomatoes of the same variety found labeled as ‘whole tomatoes’, cut down in size and preserved in the same way. Ideally, you want tomatoes that have not had any flavorings added, and you shouldn’t have too much trouble finding a good product of this type. As with whole tomatoes, quality is everything, and you can usually find crushed or pureed tomatoes of the San Marzano variety wherever you find them in whole form. The obvious question here is when to use which product, and the answer depends entirely on the kind of body you want your finished sauce to have. Personally, I prefer the crushed variety, as I like my sauces to have just a little bit of chunkiness, as with the Windy City Sauce, and I think that the less processed the tomatoes are, the better flavor they will have. Pureed tomatoes are better for when you want a smoother sauce, obviously, and they should ideally have the same quality as tomatoes that are less processed. It goes without saying that either of these types of product can be easily replicated with whole tomatoes with a food processor, and for this reason, you might find that you prefer to buy only whole tomatoes and either crush them by hand or cut them down to your own preferred size mechanically. The choice is yours. 
 
      
 
    Stewed Tomatoes: While this might sound like an ‘oddball’ choice for pizza sauce, I find that these can work quite well. While most people would associate them with soup or chili, their rich and seasoned quality can make them a versatile choice for sauces as well. They are basically sliced, cooked tomatoes that have been cooked in their own juice with onions, celery, and seasonings (along with the usual preservatives), and they don’t need to be cooked much. If you’ve made a batch of ‘My Pizza Sauce’, and you liked it, then you know why I recommend them for pizza sauce. If you have made that sauce and didn’t like it, then you might not want to use stewed tomatoes. It’s just something I’m throwing out there as a suggestion because I’ve had satisfactory results with it myself. It’s not necessarily a traditional ingredient for pizza sauce, but who cares? 
 
      
 
    Tomato Sauce: This type of product can vary somewhat in it’s ingredients, but it’s usually a smooth, somewhat thin tomato puree, with some herbs and spices thrown in. It can sometimes have a hint of garlic, and usually has some basil and/or oregano. It’s too thin to be used as a pizza sauce by itself, but it can be mixed with other ingredients, such as tomato paste, to come up with something more useful. It’s really designed for pasta sauces and might be best used for that purpose, but if it’s what you’ve got in your pantry, it’s worth trying out. 
 
      
 
    Tomato Paste: Without going into too much depth, this product is basically condensed tomatoes, having had most of their moisture cooked off and removed, along with the skins and seeds. There is also sometimes a touch of sugar thrown into the mix for added sweetness. Obviously, this is an excellent thickener for other tomatoes where added body is required, and it also has intense tomato flavor. Some might consider tomato paste a ‘cheater’s’ ingredient, but I can think of nothing else that does what it does as well. I use it quite a bit in my sauces, and I certainly don’t feel like a ‘cheater’, and I don’t think you should either. This product can also be used by itself, mixed with a little water and/or oil, plus seasonings, and this makes it a great candidate for a standby item in your pantry. 
 
      
 
    Tomato Passata: This is something you’ll rarely find in any store, although it can be ordered online with no problem if you’re interested. You could almost call this the uncooked version of tomato paste, having had it’s skins and seeds removed and pureed, but not cooked down. It’s got a bit more body than tomato sauce, but I find that it’s a bit thin to be used as a pizza sauce by itself, and benefits from the addition of some tomato paste. It has a solid, natural tomato flavor, and doesn’t take much seasoning to get a nice sauce. 
 
      
 
    Sauce Summary 
 
      
 
      First things first- since we’re talking about tomatoes, it’s obvious that you must always use quality products if you want to get results you’ll be happy to eat and share. What is not a quality product? Anything with junk fillers, such as corn syrup or any other kind of worthless stuff that has no business being in any tomato product, or anything that’s got ingredients you can’t even pronounce. Fortunately, there aren’t really a lot of tomato products on the market (or at least to the best of my knowledge) that utilize a whole lot of junky ingredients, but grocery stores can vary widely in terms of the quality of the products they carry and their target markets, and it’s easy to grab something you’ll want to throw in the garbage later. So always look carefully at the label on whatever you buy, and take a pass on anything that you just don’t feel right about. You can always research ingredients before you make a purchase. Buying without thinking, either on impulse or out of convenience, can lead to buyer’s remorse, and inferior pizzas. 
 
      Beyond that obvious core concept, what else is there to know about designing a tomato sauce? Here is a concise list of ideas to keep in mind: 
 
      
 
      *Body is every bit as important as flavor in a tomato sauce. You can throw in the most awesome and perfectly balanced selection of seasonings, and still wind up with a dud if the body is too thin, and the sauce just runs all over your pizza. If your main product is a bit thin, but you like it’s character, adding some tomato paste is about the best way to thicken it up and preserve the tomato flavor. While there are some people who don’t like tomato paste for various reasons, I can think of no other product to recommend that would do the job as well. 
 
      
 
     *You should keep an open mind about different tomato products to use in your pizza sauces. Tomato puree, crushed tomatoes, stewed tomatoes, whole tomatoes (canned or fresh), tomato sauce, and tomato paste are all items that can be combined in various ways to make a good sauce, with a little imagination and skill. Another product that you will also come across occasionally is something called tomato passata. It’s basically pureed tomatoes with the skins and seeds removed, and you will usually only find it in the Italian import section of grocery stores, or specialty food stores. I have declined to include a sauce recipe in this book that uses this product because of it’s limited availability, but it is something I recommend checking out if you get the chance. Another product that’s even more uncommon is something that goes by various different proprietary brand names, but is basically crushed tomatoes in thick tomato puree, or with even more types of different tomato product in the mix. I have heard the term “6 in 1” used by one brand. This type of product can make outstanding pizza sauce if you can get your hands on some, especially for Chicago-style deep dish pizza, and doesn’t even require much doctoring up besides a touch of seasoning. 
 
      
 
    *Having a good knowledge of herbs and spices is critically important in the art of making good pizza sauce. While oregano and basil (not to mention garlic, salt, and pepper) are the fundamental and most widely known seasonings for pizza sauce, others, such as thyme, fennel, paprika, to name just a few, are worth exploring. Just as with your dough and complete pizza recipes, your pizza sauce is uniquely yours, and you should entertain whatever idea strikes your fancy, especially if you’re the only person eating it. Also, remember that fresh herbs can differ quite a bit in flavor from dried herbs. If you want to go with just fresh herbs, more power to you. There’s nothing wrong with dried herbs, but there’s nothing wrong with fresh herbs, either, especially if you like to grow them yourself. Using your own homegrown herbs in your pizza sauce is a great way to really put a signature spin on it, and also helps save money. 
 
      
 
    * A good blend of dry spices to top your pizzas with can help tremendously to harmonize with the spices in your pizza sauce, and bring out it’s full flavor, especially if you put your sauce under the cheese. However, moderation is key to blessing your pizzas with optimum flavor. If your sauce is already heavily seasoned, you might not want to add any other seasonings to your pizzas except maybe a touch of salt. I recommend formulating your own seasoning blend, instead of going with some ready-made blend from the store. That way, you’ll know exactly how it’s balanced, and you shouldn’t get any nasty surprises when you use it. Find a store that has a good selection of reasonably priced bulk herbs and spices, and let your palette and your imagination be your guide. 
 
      
 
     * Whether or not you cook a particular sauce is largely a matter of taste, but as always,  let your culinary sense guide you in this direction. If you’re incorporating ingredients that obviously need to be cooked, like carrots or onions, then it’s a no-brainer. Minced fresh garlic can be added directly- with discretion, of course- but you may want to cook it a little bit in olive oil first to take some of the raw edge off. And speaking of oil, if you’re using much above three tablespoons or so, you should probably cook the sauce, so that the oil and tomato product can properly meld, and so that they don’t separate on your pizzas. Ultimately, the more ingredients you add to a pizza sauce besides just seasonings, the more it will benefit from at least a short simmer, so that all those flavors can meld together smoothly. If you’re uncertain whether or not cooking your sauces will give you the flavor you’re looking for, by all means and do a side-by-side experiment, with some cooked and some uncooked, from the same recipe, and gauge the results. 
 
      
 
     * Don’t think for a minute that you can’t make a good pizza sauce with only fresh tomatoes, and no canned product. A sauce made this way can take a long time to make, because those acids and sugars need time to stabilize, and because the tomato flavor might need time to really intensify under heat. But the time and effort just might yield a sauce that you like far better than any made with canned tomatoes. You’ll never know until you try. Find out what varieties are available to you locally, and do a little research on what varieties are best for making cooked sauces. Try to get your tomatoes from a local farmer’s market, or farm stand, or wherever you can be confident that they’ll be as fresh and natural as possible. 
 
      
 
    * Infused oils are another great way to add an extra dimension of flavor to a pizza, either as a sauce in itself or as an accompaniment to another sauce, such as tomato sauce. This should be a real homemade creation to give it your most personal touch. Grab a cheap glass bottle with a spout at the grocery store, fill it with olive oil (or another type of oil if you choose, but choose one that’s not flavored, as the flavor should come from your fresh infusions), drop in some fresh herbs such as basil, oregano, and rosemary, and a couple of other items like garlic or chili peppers, and wait three days or so for the flavors to meld. Then keep it on the ready to drizzle on top of pizzas, or to use as a base sauce. This is an awesome ritual to practice if you grow your own herbs and want to use them up. What better way could there be to use up your own fresh herbs than on your own homemade pizzas? 
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    A little infusion of my own, with a ton of fresh basil leaves and sliced garlic cloves. Awesome on a pizza with fresh basil, tomatoes, feta, and fresh mozzarella. 
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    The aforementioned pizza, made with infused oil. Sometimes, the best sauce is the lightest sauce possible. 
 
      
 
      Once again, we’ve reached the end of a section, and I have a feeling you probably breezed through this one a lot faster than the last. What I can I say? There are only so many tomato sauce recipes, and the fundamentals of tomato sauce are pretty easy to cover. But that doesn’t mean that what we’ve covered here isn’t important. Hopefully at this point you’ve already made at least one of these recipes or come up with one of your own, and liked it. I’ve tried to make my recipes as simple to put together as possible, and to use each recipe as a means of communicating different approaches to tomato sauce structure, instead of just repeating the same basic sauce with different seasonings. I think that by now you’re quite prepared to design your own sauces from scratch if you choose, and so it’s finally time to take the training wheels off and let you move on in your own direction. 
 
      
 
    Final Summary 
 
      
 
      Well, it’s taken quite a bit of time to put this book together (over two years in my spare time, but who’s counting?), and in that time, certain ideas of mine regarding the art and science of making pizzas have been challenged, reassessed, and often soundly reaffirmed in the face of conflicting opinions of others in the circle of fellow pizza addicts.  That’s the way creative processes go. Some things are learned, some things feel like you just know them without any outside influence, and some things will always be open to experimentation.   
 
      To be totally honest, I don’t even know exactly how to end this book because it’s been a part of my life for so long and I’ve tried to cover so much material that I probably won’t ever feel like I’ve really finished the job. But I promise that this won’t be the last pizza-centered work that I contribute to the pizzaverse. 
 
      In closing, I would just like to thank my stepfather, who helped with the photography and made my beloved peel, everyone else who has indulged my rambling on about my pizza-addicted odyssey in writing this book, and everyone who has taken the time to read it. My sincerest wish is that this book hasn’t been a slog to read, and that you’ve taken away some valuable information that has helped to shape your perspective on how great homemade pizza can be- specifically yours. Having taken this book in, I want you to start looking at your own pizzas as the potential works of art and sources of great satisfaction that they can be, and should be. We’re not just consumers, you and I. We’re artists, dreamers, mad scientists, and yes, sometimes addicts, for better or worse. At the risk of sounding grandiose, we have the power to grab on to the stuff our world is made of and bend it to our will, believe it or not, even if it is something as common as pizza .  
 
     My most heartfelt aim with this book (which I hope I’ve successfully conveyed) was not to just throw a few recipes and some glossy photos at you and call it good. No, my goal was to make a lasting impression on you in ways that other cookbooks don't, not by just educating you, but by inspiring you to really challenge yourself to make the best pizza you possibly can. While most cookbooks dwell on recipes more than anything else, what I wanted to do in mine was to focus on the building blocks of flavors and textures- the fundamentals, more than the finished products. This approach makes more sense to me, because only you (and those for whom you cook) will experience the fruits of your labor, and a recipe is only a template, no matter how precisely it may be written. 
 
      What I hope will happen in the future for you is that instead of going to a pizzeria and judging your pizza by the standard of quality that place sets, you will eventually look at the relationship in exactly the opposite fashion...and that you will one day realize a goal that few people on earth ever do- to be so happy with your own food that you don't feel the need to go to a restaurant ever again. Did you notice that I used the word 'be' in that sentence, instead of 'do'? That's because in reality, the act of accomplishment is really more an act of being than doing. Yes, indeed, there is plenty of doing involved in the process of perfecting anything you set your sights on. But the final goal of all your work and focused attention is a state of being, one that will stay with you and enrich your life far more than any one single action. 
 
      I mean what I'm saying here. This is not trivial stuff. Mastering anything is a big deal, and pizza-making is one thing you can master that is well worth doing, and well within your reach. You don't need to be a master chef or professional baker to take this challenge on and nail it. You don't even necessarily need to have a tremendous amount of cooking or baking experience under your belt before you start. All you need is desire, dedication, and integrity. Everything else that matters builds on these essential things. Technique comes from desire, learning comes from dedication, and progress comes from integrity. Any other important thing which I haven't mentioned, you'll find out for yourself, because you're on the path of the pizzaiolo, and I know you're not turning back. 
 
      And now that you're on your own path, I'll leave with one last parting thought, just in case you're still doubting yourself: to truly taste is an act of genius. Go and make some pizza, genius. You can do this. 
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    The End 
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