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Arcaro & Gennell’s popular red pizza is a delicious thing of beauty.   Courtesy of Lackawanna County Visitors Bureau

Nicole Pensiero   For South Jersey Times

Think “Pizza Capital of the World” and 
you probably think of Naples, Italy; Brook-
lyn; or even the Jersey Shore.

But a little borough of just over 8,000 
people near Scranton, Pennsylvania? 
Really?

Really.
The former mining community of Old 

Forge, Pennsylvania, is, in many ways, 
the pride of Lackawanna County, which 
recently created a county-wide “Pizza 
Trail” as part of its tourism efforts. Locals 
were asked to vote for their favorite shops 
from more than 160 pizzerias. A list and 
map of 62 restaurants were created from 
the top vote-getters; several stops on the 
trail are in Old Forge.

This borough — and the distinct style 
of pizza that shares its name — has, in 
recent years, drawn everyone from Don-
ald Trump (who visited in 2020 while on 
the campaign trail) to Dr. Oz, to Barstool 
Sports’ social media maven Dave Portnoy.

If you’re thinking pizza is pizza, locals 
will tell you that you haven’t tried Old 
Forge pizza. This unique incarnation is 
not like New York style or Chicago deep 
dish, nor even Sicilian (though it looks a lot 
like the latter): It is a version of pizza unto 
itself.

Along with emigrants from Eastern 
Europe, Lackawanna County drew many 
Italians in the 1890s looking for work in 
the then-thriving coal mines. Legend has 
it that, in 1926, Grandmom Ghigiarelli 
(whose family for decades had a restaurant 
here) baked a rectangular-shaped pizza — 
and placed it inside a shirt box — for min-
ers hankering for food on their way home 
from work. Before long, other pizza cafés 
(as they are known in Old Forge) started 
springing up along the borough’s modest 
main street.

Old Forge pizza has certain distinct ele-
ments: a whole pizza is called a tray; ask 
for a pie and “We may ask you if you want 
apple or cherry,” jokes Angelo Gennell, 
whose family has owned Arcaro & Gen-
nell for 60 years. If you want one piece, 
it’s called a “cut,” not a slice. Oh, and you 
can’t get that cut pre-made and warmed 
up in an oven: Every bit of Old Forge pizza 
— from a tray to a cut — is prepared fresh. 
Heating lamps, Gennell jokes, are for sun 
tanners, not pizza. (I found this out the 
hard way, thinking I was being clever by 
using the right lingo to order a “cut” that 
I could warm up later, only to be informed 
I’d have to wait about 8 minutes for that 
one piece to be prepared fresh.)

Old Forge pizza also has a crust that 
is lighter in texture than a typical thick 
crust – it’s crispy on the bottom but with 
a chewy center – and it’s considered less 
“dense” than Sicilian. On a red pizza, the 

sauce may be a bit on the sweet side, and 
sometimes has chopped onions, depend-
ing on the restaurant. The cheese topping 
is a blend that can include mozzarella, 
cheddar, Cooper and American — a com-
bination that varies from place to place.

A white pizza usually consists of a top 
and bottom layer of dough, filled with 
gooey globs of cheese (and sometimes 
other fillings); some shops also sell a more 
traditional one-layer version. You can also 
find what’s commonly known as “black 
pizza”: no tomato sauce — just cheese, 
black pepper, olives and anchovies.

But with about 12 pizza joints in this 
small town, how do they all survive?

“Most of the places have been here for 
generations and are still family-owned,” 
Gennell says. “We don’t compete — there’s 
room for everybody; just come on a sum-
mer weekend night, and you’ll see that 
first-hand. You could have pizza every 
night of the week and it will taste a little 
different every place you go. There’s no 
‘mall pizza’ in Old Forge.”

Gennell, 62, who grew up in the family 
business, says he can’t estimate how many 
trays of pizza his shop makes on a busy 
day: “As many as we need to.”

The “Pizza Capital of the World” self-ti-
tle came along sometime in the 1990s, cre-
ated by a group of restaurant owners look-
ing for a marketing hook, according to 
local historian Sal Luzio.

“My guess is it originally had to do more 
with the sheer number of places, but soon 
became equally about the quality of the 
pizza,” says Luzio, a lifelong Old Forge res-
ident and retired educator.

In the early days of Social Security, 
in the 1950s, he explains, workers would 
come from the New York City and Scranton 
training centers by train and trolley, and 

then head back to their offices with trays of 
Old Forge pizza. “It became very popular 
and stayed very popular,” said Luzio. “To 
this day, no matter where you go for pizza 
here, it’s just really, really good.”

Old Forge Borough Councilman Rick 
Notari, another lifelong resident, says the 
camaraderie among the pizza shop own-
ers goes back decades, and extends to how 
they operate their businesses.

“Many of them grew up together as 
friends,” Notari says. “If one restaurant 
runs out of an ingredient, they know they 
can walk across the street and borrow 
what they need. It happens all the time.”

As a pizza-lover, it’s nearly impossible, 
Notari says, to pick a preferred pizza café 
— or even admit to having one. “My favor-

ite pizza is Old Forge pizza,” he says. “Each 
place has its unique flavor, so whatever 
you have a taste for, that’s where you go.”

South Jersey resident Jamie Norman, 
41, has enjoyed Old Forge pizza since 
her childhood. Norman’s dad was born 
and raised in Avoca, Pennsylvania, only  
3 miles from Old Forge, and whenever the 
family would visit his relatives, a tray of 
pizza would be part of the day.

“Whenever my dad visits still, he brings 
back an unbaked tray,” the Sewell resi-
dent said. “I’ve got cuts in the freezer right 
now.” Norman says Old Forge pizza is “not 
even remotely similar” to what is popular 
in the Garden State. “I’d take it over any-
thing else, anywhere; it’s just delicious.”

Luzio, 71, agrees. “I’ve been eating this 
pizza my whole life. The thing is, you 
never get tired of it.” On summer weekend 
nights, he says, you’ll find a line out the 
door at virtually every pizza café. Many 
shops even offer shipping across the U.S., 
with trays sent cold with the ingredients to 
prepare and bake.

During a recent visit to Old Forge, spe-
cifically to check out its pizza, we tried a 
few cuts from different places. While they 
all looked very similar, there were subtle 
differences in flavors and textures.

Revello’s Pizza Café, a family-owned busi-
ness since 1967, is one of the most popular 
shops in town, proudly noting on its website 
that it has served everyone from Hillary 
Clinton to Ozzy Osbourne. Its delicious red 
pizza, with a slightly sweet sauce, came in 
second in our family’s informal “vote.”

Arcaro & Gennell — the borough’s top-
rated pizza café on TripAdvisor — was 
our undisputed top choice. With a crust 
that was light but also chewy, and a ter-
rific sauce and cheese mix, we gobbled it 
up with abandon. Like many other restau-
rants in town, Arcaro & Gennell’s has a 
busy year-round takeout business. In the 
warmer months, outdoor dining is a favor-
ite, and there are two bocce ball courts to 
keep visitors entertained.

Manager Amanda Krappa has worked 
at Arcaro & Gennell’s for nearly 20 years – 
since she was 15. “It’s a close-knit town and 
all the restaurants know and support each 
other,” Krappa says.” Everybody’s like 
family. I can’t imagine being part of any-
thing else quite like it.”

And ultimately, Gennell says, there is no 
need for Old Forge to compete with more 
commonly known styles of pizza because 
it’s hard to compare it with others. “It’s Old 
Forge pizza; what can I say?” While the 
pandemic took a bite (pun intended) out 
of the borough’s pizza business over the 
past two years, things are definitely on the 
upswing again. “We’re still here and plan 
to always be here as long as people want 
our pizza,” says Gennell. “It’s about tradi-
tion.”
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A visit to the ‘Pizza Capital of the World’  
and why Jersey pizza just isn’t the same

Revello’s Pizza has been a popular spot in the borough since 1967.    
Courtesy of Lackawanna County Visitors Bureau

The kitchen at Arcaro & Gennell is a busy 
place. Owner Angelo Gennell can’t put a 
number on how many trays of pizza are 
made each day: “As many as we need,” he 
says.   Todd Hiller Photography
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