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REVIEW

Fresh ingr edients, authenticity
pack pizzas with punch

By Rick Nelson
Star Tribune Staf f Writer

My friend seemed genuinely concerned when | broke the
news. OHave you really thought this thr ough?O he asked when |
told him that | was giving up my 15-y ear residency in Uptown
Minneapolis for St. Paul® Macalester-Groveland neighbor hood.
Ofr starters, where will you eat?0

That stopped me for a moment. | hadn ®considered that | was
saying goodbye to my cherished 5-minute walk to L uciaGsChino
Latino, CafZ Wyrd and my other H ennepin-Lake haunts . And
while 1Gn fond of Snuffy@ Malt Shop, the only restaurant within a
few blocks of my new home, it ain®Campiello . Then | remem- Star THbune photo by Richad Tsong-Batari
bered Punch Woodfir e Pizza, and my anxiety level dropped sev-  punch owner John Soranno discover ed a passion for pizza during his childhood
eral notches. | hustled my friend ther e, and he breathed a litle ~ Years in ltaly . He® a member of an Italian frater  nity of pizza purists.
easier for me, too. And who wouldn &

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 | taly when he was a kid. He spent many after-school hours
lingering in a neighbor hood pizz eria, where he soaked up the ins and outs of Neapolitan pizza-
making. Eighteen years later, his pizza-on-the-br ain dreams became a keality when he christened
Punch in 1996. The place has been packed eer since.

It doesn®take a brain surgeon to figure out why the dinner -only r estaurant has been such a
success In a word, it® authenticity . Sorrano is a camd-carr ying member of the Associazione
Vera Pizza Napoletana, the Italian fraternity of pizza purists that strictly dictates
ingredients, conditions and methods . (The trade group uses Rulcinella N P unchinello , or
Punch in English, the playful buffoon of N eapolitan commedia del [Oate N as its symbol, hence
the name of the restaurant.)

Soranno is obsessed with the fundamentals of pizza. H e® scrupulous about ingr edients N
everything is first-r ate N and he @ focused, too, which is why you won®see pasta, oast 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 N full-bod -
ied and thin but not cr isp, with mouth-water ingly blister ed and blackened edges N and dr essed
with a thin lay er of crushed San Marzano tomatoes, those sweet sun-touched beauties that
thrive in the volcanic-ash-r ich soil near Naples.

The toppings ar e 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-

Star Tribune photo by Richad Tsong-atarii NOICH feta, Gorgonzola, mozzarella and fontina

The Antipasti Misti with olives, r  oasted veg - Cheeses They@e used in a flurry of combinations

fﬁztif;nzzﬂtrzgztesﬂigifheeses 's one of N the menu has mor e than twenty varieties of

pizza N and each time | tr y a new one | think I1Qve

found a new favorite. Right now, | daydream about the San Sro (ham, mushr ooms and

basil) and the Puttanesca (anchovies, capers, saracene olives, onions and oregano). All

right, then ther e®the Milanese (roasted red peppers, ham, Gorgonzola and basil). You
see what | mean?

The farmersO-maket-fr esh salads ae similarly delicious , and there are seeral 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. ®ranno® 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 strip malls that
define Highland ® commercial distr ict, but don ®let that scare you away, because Rinch
is a total diamond in the r ough.

Joan Soranno, bhn® sister and the architect r esponsible for the way-cool Barbara
Baker Center for D ance 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 , it® still the most stylish pizza joint in the Twin Cities . Heck,
it® one of 3. Paul® best-looking restaurants, period, although my snotty w est-of-the-
river friend would think that & hardly a Olympian challenge .

Not that he@ say sq
because he® now covet-
ing my new Capital City
address thanks to its
proximity to P unch.

QNhen are they going
to come to their senses
and open a branch in
the Emerald City?0 he
asked as he eached for
the last slice of my basil-
studded M argherita
pizza. Forget about
Minneapolis, | thought
to myself. Let® concen-
trate on getting Punch
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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. open for lunch.




