Pizza in America: When Did It Begin to
Take Hold?

Pizza, now one of the most popular and widely enjoyed foods in the United States, has a rich
history rooted in Italian tradition. From its humble beginnings in Italy to its rise as an American
favorite, pizza’s journey in the U.S. is a fascinating tale of cultural exchange, innovation, and
adaptation. So, when did pizza begin to take hold in America, and how did it evolve from an
Italian immigrant dish into a national staple?
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Pizza in America: When Did It Begin to Take Hold?
The Early Arrival of Pizza in America

Pizza’s introduction to America can be traced back to the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
when waves of Italian immigrants began arriving in the United States. These immigrants, mostly
from southern Italy, brought their culinary traditions with them, including the beloved dish of
pizza. In the beginning, pizza was mostly confined to neighborhoods with large Italian
populations, such as Little Italy in New York City, and was primarily enjoyed by Italian-American
families.

The first pizzeria in the U.S. is believed to be Lombardi’s, which was opened by Gennaro
Lombardi in 1905 in New York City. Lombardi’s, located in the heart of Manhattan’s Little Italy,
became the first pizzeria in the U.S. to receive a license to sell pizza. While Lombardi’s is
credited with being the first, there were also other early pizzerias in cities with significant Italian
populations, such as Philadelphia and Chicago, that helped introduce pizza to the American
public.

At this point, pizza was still a relatively unknown food outside of Italian-American communities. It
remained a specialty dish, primarily enjoyed by immigrants, and was not yet considered a
mainstream food choice by the wider American public.
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Pizza Gains Popularity in the U.S. Post-World War Il

It wasn’t until after World War Il that pizza truly began to take hold across the United States.
During the war, many American soldiers were stationed in Italy, and they were introduced to the
delicious, freshly-made pizza that was popular in Italian cities. These soldiers brought their
newfound love of pizza back home with them after the war, sparking interest in the dish among
their friends and families.

As more Americans tasted pizza and shared their experiences, the dish began to spread
beyond the Italian-American neighborhoods. Pizzerias began opening in other areas, including
suburban towns, as more Americans sought out this new and exciting food. Pizza’s reputation
grew steadily during the post-war years, as it became associated with American soldiers’
adventures in Italy and was seen as a symbol of wartime camaraderie and good food.

The 1950s: The Rise of National Chains

The 1950s marked a pivotal moment in pizza’s journey to becoming a mainstream American
dish. During this decade, pizza’s popularity surged, and major pizza chains began to emerge,
bringing pizza to the masses. One of the most significant developments was the opening of
Pizza Hut in 1958, founded by two brothers, Dan and Frank Carney, in Wichita, Kansas. Pizza
Hut quickly became one of the first national pizza chains, offering a consistent product and a
comfortable dining experience. The opening of Pizza Hut also coincided with the development
of other pizza chains, such as Domino’s Pizza (founded in 1960) and Little Caesars (founded
in 1959), which all contributed to the growing popularity of pizza across the United States.

Pizza Hut's nationwide expansion made it easier for families to enjoy pizza no matter where
they lived. These pizza chains introduced delivery services, making pizza even more convenient
and accessible. The rise of pizza chains helped introduce new innovations, such as pan pizza,
stuffed crust pizza, and various regional pizza styles, which further cemented pizza’s place in
American food culture.

The 1960s and 1970s: Pizza Becomes a Household Staple

By the 1960s and 1970s, pizza had firmly established itself as a popular American food,
transcending its Italian-American origins. It became a regular part of American life, enjoyed by
families, students, and workers alike. Pizza parties, school lunches, and family pizza nights
became common, and pizza was no longer seen as an exotic dish, but rather as a convenient
and affordable meal option for all.

During this time, regional pizza styles began to emerge across the U.S., with cities and areas
adding their own unique twist to the dish. New York-style pizza, known for its thin, foldable
slices, became synonymous with the city, while Chicago deep-dish pizza, with its thick crust
and layers of cheese and toppings, became a defining feature of Chicago’s pizza culture. These
regional styles showcased the versatility of pizza, with each area putting its own spin on the
dish.



The rise of national pizza chains continued during the 1970s, with the increasing popularity of
home delivery services and the convenience of frozen pizzas. This period also saw the
emergence of pizza as a multi-billion-dollar industry, with pizzerias, chains, and frozen pizza
manufacturers all contributing to the growing demand for the dish.

The 1980s to Present: Pizza’s Continued Evolution

The 1980s through the present day have seen pizza continue to evolve, with new trends,
toppings, and styles emerging. As Americans grew more health-conscious and open to diverse
diets, pizza adapted to include options such as vegetarian, vegan, and gluten-free pizzas. The
rise of artisan pizzerias and gourmet toppings—such as arugula, prosciutto, and truffle oil—has
brought a new wave of creativity to the pizza scene.

In recent years, pizza has continued to dominate the American food landscape, with the rise of

food delivery apps, subscription services, and social media influencers promoting unique pizza

creations. Today, pizza is available in countless varieties, from traditional cheese and pepperoni
to avant-garde creations, with options for every dietary need and taste preference.

Conclusion: Pizza’s Lasting Influence on American Cuisine

Pizza’s journey to becoming an American favorite is a testament to its versatility, cultural
significance, and universal appeal. What began as a simple dish in Italy has become one of the
most beloved foods in the U.S., enjoyed by people of all backgrounds and ages. From the first
pizzeria in New York City to the rise of national pizza chains, pizza's evolution in America
reflects broader trends in American culture, including immigration, economic growth, and
changing food preferences.

Pizza'’s popularity in the U.S. continues to grow, and with new styles and innovations constantly
emerging, it’s clear that pizza will remain a central part of American cuisine for years to come.
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