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My friend seemed genuinely concer ned when I br oke the
news. ÒHave you really thought this thr ough?Õ he asked when I
told him that I was giving up my 15-y ear residency in Uptown
Minneapolis for St. PaulÕs Macalester-Groveland neighbor hood.
ÒFor starters, where will you eat?Ó

That stopped me for a moment. I hadn Õt considered that I was
saying goodbye to my cherished 5-minute walk to L uciaÕs, Chino
Latino , CafŽ Wyrd and my other H ennepin-Lake haunts . And
while IÕm fond of SnuffyÕs Malt Shop, the only restaurant within a
few blocks of my new home , it ainÕt Campiello . Then I remem-
bered Punch Woodfir e Pizza, and my anxiety level dropped sev-
eral notches. I hustled my fr iend ther e, and he breathed a little
easier for me, too. And who wouldn Õt?

Punch is the handiwor k of owner John Soranno, a pizza fanatic whose passion for the stuff
sprouted dur ing an eight-y ear stint in I taly when he was a kid. He spent many after-school hours
linger ing in a neighbor hood pizzeria, where he soaked up the ins and outs of Neapolitan pizza-
making. Eighteen years later, his pizza-on-the-br ain dreams became a reality when he chr istened
Punch in 1996. The place has been packed ever since.

It doesnÕt take a brain surgeon to figure out why the dinner -only r estaurant has been such a
success. In a word, itÕs authenticity . Sorrano is a card-carr ying member of the Associazione 
Vera Pizza Napoletana, the I talian fr aternity of pizza pur ists that str ictly dictates 
ingredients, conditions and methods . (The trade group uses Pulcinella Ñ P unchinello , or
Punch in English, the playful buffoon of N eapolitan commedia del lÕarteÑ as its symbol, hence
the name of the restaurant.)

Soranno is obsessed with the fundamentals of pizza. H eÕs scrupulous about ingr edients Ñ
everything is  first-r ate Ñ and heÕs focused, too, which is why you wonÕt see pasta, roast chicken,
panini or other distr actions on his menu.

What you will find ar e magnificent plate-siz ed pizzas, made with inspir ed crusts Ñ full-bod -
ied and thin but not cr isp, with mouth-water ingly blister ed and blackened edgesÑ and dr essed
with a thin lay er of crushed San Marzano tomatoes, those sweet sun-touched beauties that
thr ive in the volcanic-ash-r ich soil near Naples.

The toppings are unifor mly mar velous, includ -
ing meaty saracene and picholine oliv es, salty
anchovies, robust ham, lavender-scented pro-
sciutto , spicy salami, hearty sausage and top-
notch feta, Gorgonzola, mozzarella and fontina

cheeses. TheyÕre used in a flurry of combinations
Ñ the menu has mor e than twenty varieties of
pizza Ñ and each time I tr y a new one I think IÕve

found a new favorite. Right now, I daydream about the San Siro (ham, mushr ooms and
basil) and the Puttanesca (anchovies, capers, saracene olives, onions and oregano). All
right, then ther eÕs the Milanese (roasted red peppers, ham, Gorgonzola and basil). You
see what I mean?

The farmersÕ-market-fr esh salads are similarly delicious , and there are several stand-
out appetiz ers, including a fine and v ery reasonably priced antipasti plate , a mellow
minestr one, delicious oven-roasted olives and a hugely addictive focaccia, warm from
the oven and flecked with r osemary and sea salt. SorannoÕs short wine and beer list is
also a find, notable for its quality , imagination and affor dability .

The restaurant is located in one of those for gettable and badly aging str ip malls that
define Highland Õs commercial distr ict, but don Õt let that scare you away, because Punch
is a total diamond in the r ough.

Joan Soranno, JohnÕs sister and the architect r esponsible for the way-cool Barbara
Baker Center for Dance at the University of Minnesota, had a hand in designing the
place. Although her or iginal less-is-mor e concept has been compromised by a few too
many Pulcinella tchotchkes , itÕs still the most stylish pizza joint in the Twin Cities . Heck,
itÕs one of St. PaulÕs best-looking restaurants, period, although my snotty w est-of-the-
river friend would think that Õs hardly a Olympian challenge .

Not that heÕd say so,
because heÕs now covet-
ing my new Capital City
address, thanks to its
proximity to P unch.

ÒWhen are they going
to come to their senses
and open a branch in
the Emerald City?Ó he
asked as he reached for
the last slice of my basil-
studded M argherita
pizza. Forget about
Minneapolis , I thought
to myself. LetÕs concen-
trate on getting Punch
open for lunch.
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Waitr ess Sarah Jobe r ushes thr ough the dining r oom on a busy Thursday
night at Punch W oodfir e Pizza, known for its gour met pizzas.
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The Antipasti Misti with olives, r oasted veg -
etables and meats and cheeses is one of
the standout appetizers.
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Punch Woodfire Pizza
704 S. Cleveland Avenue, 

St. Paul 651-696-1066

Atmospher e: Casual, animated
and fun.

Service: Youthful and fr iendly.

Sound level: Loud but not 
deafening.

Recommended dishes : Pizza,
calzone, artichoke dip , antipasti
plate, Punch salad, focaccia.

Wine list : Six whites and nine
reds, all wisely chosen and moder -
ately pr iced, with average prices at
$4.50 by the glass and $19 by the
bottle .

Hours : Tuesday-Thursday 5-9
p.m., Friday 5-10 p.m., Saturday
4:30-10 p.m.

Price range: Pizzas $6.50-11.25,
calzone $8.75-$8.95, salads $2.95-
$6.95, desserts $2.25-$4.25.

Credit car ds: Visa and
MasterCard.

Smoking : No.

Wheelchair accessible :
Completely accessible.

Parking : Adjacent fr ee 
parking lot.

Childr en: No childr enÕs menu,
but kids will appr eciate the laid-
back atmospher e and good food.

WHAT THE STARS MEAN
HHHH Exceptional
HHH Highly recommended
HH Recommended
H Satisfactory

Fresh ingr edients, authenticity
pack pizzas with punch
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Punch owner John Soranno discover ed a passion for pizza during his childhood
years in Italy .  HeÕs a member of an Italian frater nity of pizza purists.
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