
By Robin Repya
Since Punch Neapolitan Pizza opened in the
Cedar-Isles-Dean neighborhood in mid-
December,it has become a bustling destination
point, luring people from Southwest and nearby
suburbs with traditional Neapolitan pizzas.

Richfield resident William Salvador, originally
from Milan,Italy,said he considers himself a reg-
ular at the new Punch,3226 W.Lake St.ÒIÕm
Italian and this is the only place IÕll have pizza in
town,Óhe said.ÒItÕs truly the only place in town
with original Italian pizza.Ó

The restaurant is the latest example of
the business savvy of Punch co-owner John
Puckett ÐÐ also the founder and former owner
of Caribou Coffee ÐÐ and his business partner
and Punch founder John Soranno.

Soranno and Puckett claim the secret to
their success is in their experienced cooking
method, attention to detail and ingredients,
such as buffalo mozzarella made in Naples,
Italy,and tomatoes grown on nearby
Mt.Vesuvius.

A pizza obsession
Punch founder Soranno was raised in Milan.
He said when he was boy,heÕd hang out with
friends every day after school at a neighbor-
hood pizzeria.ÒI really got a sense of how to
make the pizza and cook the pizza,Óhe said.

Despite a stint as a Northwest Airlines mar-
keting analyst,Soranno said heÕs always wanted
to own a pizzeria.ÒI always knew I would do
something like this;it was just a matter of the
opportunity,Óhe said.

In 1996,Soranno, by then a St.Paul resident,
opened his first Punch location, followed two
years ago by a second location in Eden Prairie.
Puckett said at about the same time,he had sold
the Caribou Coffee chain heÕd started with his
wife and joined Soranno in business.

Puckett said he first met Soranno about three or
four years ago, when he and his wife went to St.
Paul as Punch customers.Puckett said their love for
the pizza quickly grew.ÒIt became our favorite
restaurant,Óhe said.

Some store accents include an outdoor bon-
fire to add to the ambiance.Puckett said,in
addition, the duo hand-tiled their spectacular
wood-burning pizza oven themselves,adhering
50,000 individual tiles.

TheyÕve also enacted quirky store traditions,
like naming the oven at each store after a real
Italian pizzeria and filling the rafters in each
restaurant with kitsch ceramic cats,strategically
hidden. (They said theyÕre currently accepting
donated cats for the Minneapolis location.)
Customers quickly look past the eccentricities
once they see the Pizzaiolas (pizza chefs) at work.

Authentic Neapolitan pizza
Soranno and Puckett said cooking an authentic
Neapolitan pizza takes years of practice to get it
just right ÐÐ it only takes 90 seconds in an 800-
degree wood-burning oven. Every Punch piz-
zaiola has more than five years experience.ÒIt
takes years to train the cook,Ó Soranno said.

According to the owners,an authentic
pizzaÕs success depends upon the ingredients.

Soranno said all of their ingredients are fresh,
direct from Naples,Italy to get the perfect taste
and also make for a healthier pizza.

(One of the fringe benefits for the co-own-
ers:frequent buying trips to Naples.) Punch is
part of an exclusive international association
called Verace Pizza Napoletana,dedicated to
preserving the near-science of creating the ideal

and traditional Neapolitan
pizza.The group consists
of only a handful of mem-
bers on each U.S.Coast,
with Punch the only
Midwest member.

But Italian-born patron
Salvador doesnÕt need an
association membership to
know the pizza is authen-
tic.He said they use
oregano on the pizza,
which is the way itÕs tradi-
tionally made,not with
basil.(However,a pizza
with basil is also available.)

The pies are served in Italy traditionally as an
appetizer, but here they are a main course.
Puckett said,traditionally, the pizza also isnÕt
sliced,but eaten from the inside out with a knife
and fork, allowing the olive oil and kosher salt
to seep out. (Unsliced is available upon request.)

Despite freely confessing to the consump-
tion of large amounts of their pizza,both
Puckett and Soranno remain slight men.ÒI eat
10 pizzas a week,and I havenÕt ballooned up
yet,Ó Puckett said.

Southwest and beyond?
Puckett said unlike the Caribou CoffeeÕs dra-
matic growth, he and Soranno plan to focus
more of their time on each restaurantÕs quality,
not quantity. ÒOur goal is to enjoy every store
we open,Óhe said.However,that might come as
a disappointment to some anxious customers.
As St.Cloud resident Julie Berling finished her
first Punch pizza,she said she wished they had a
location in St.Cloud.

How is a Neapolitan pizza 
prepared?

¥ Dough is spread
thin at about 1 0 1/2

inches in circumfer-
ence ÐÐ sometimes
hand tossed.

¥ Pizzas are minimally
topped with fr esh
ingredients.

¥ Pizzas are strategically placed inside a wood-
burning oven kept at 800 degr ees for 90 sec-
onds Ñ long enough to bar ely toast the crust,
leaving it soft on the inside.

For more information about the VPN pizza association,
visit www.verapizzanapoletana.org.

ÐÐ Information courtesy of 
Punch management and employees 

Punch Pizza owners John Soranno (right) and John Puckett (left), in fr ont of their scalding wood-bur ning pizza oven.

Mar co Bricen making a mar garita.

Business Profile
Business name: Punch Pizza

Location: 3226 W. Lake St. (Additional 
locations in St. Paul and Eden Prairie.)

Hours: Open Monday thr ough Sunday 
rom 11 a.m. to 10 p.m.

Owners: John Soranno and John Puckett

Business star ted: 1996

Number of employees: 100 companywide

Description: Take-out and counter style
restaurant service. Main dish is traditional
Napoli pizza, using ingredients flown in fr om
Naples and cooked in a woodburning oven
set at 800 degrees. Salads, beverages are
also available, in addition to wine and beer.

Prices: Pizza cost $5 and up, depending on 
toppings. Salads are $5.95.
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Packing a Punch with 
pizza lovers New Neapolitan pizza parlor quickly becomes 

a Southwest destination point
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