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I would like to dedicate this book
to my late dear friend and attorney, Ed Lassman.
If it weren’t for him,
none of this would have been possible.
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LEFT: Mo’Nique, Marsha, my girlfriend, and me

CENTER: Jimmy Kimmel

RIGHT: Paula Deen

IT’S NO SMALL MIRACLE you’re reading this book.

I could’ve been a gangster. I should’ve driven a delivery truck. I would’ve ended up dead or broke had I joined either the family business or The Family Business; there was a fine line between the two when I came of age in a South Philadelphia row home during the 1970s and 1980s.

But I’m the kind of guy who believes that when you run into a dead end, you look for a detour. Yeah, taking the long way around can be a pain in the ass, but you may be surprised at where you end up. I know I am.

Almost thirty-five years ago, I started that journey when I began selling sandwiches out of my mother’s basement. Today, I have five restaurants where I cook Italian-American food South Philly–style, a line of jarred sauces, a wine label, and an inspirational jewelry-and-clothing collection. I’ve cooked on TV for people like Jimmy Kimmel, Paula Deen, and Mo’Nique. Hundreds of celebrities and professional athletes—some of my all-time favorites—have come into my restaurants and enjoyed my food.

For a guy from the neighborhood, I’ve done all right. I really didn’t dream of anything like this. But maybe my mother, Lillian, did. She’s the one who gave me a head start in the kitchen and a love of great food. The saying goes that a person begins as a gleam in his father’s eye, right? Me? I began as a rumbling in my mother’s stomach. When she was pregnant with me, she craved macaroni seven days a week.
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Baby Steven

Take note: In Philly, we call it macaroni, not pasta. And, cuz, it ain’t sauce—it’s gravy. The cuz thing? That’s just our way of saying, “I don’t remember or know your name, but you seem like a good guy, and chances are we’re probably related—cousins or something.” It means, “You’re one of us.” Even if the people I hung out with in South Philly weren’t all really related, it seemed that way. After all, among my friends and neighbors, the weekly menu was a shared ritual that pretty much never changed, regardless of the weather or the season.

Every Monday, your mother would make a pot of soup, like chicken or oxtail. On Tuesday, we had the leftover gravy from Sunday with a different type of macaroni. (Rigatoni tasted different from fusilli. Fusilli tasted different from perciatelli.) Wednesdays were for chicken or veal cutlets with ketchup on the side, chicken-flavored Rice-A-Roni, and a salad. On Thursday, we had macaroni again. On Friday, it was linguine and clams, peppers and eggs, or tuna-fish salad with hard-boiled eggs and sliced tomato. Never any meat. It was a Catholic thing. On Saturday, your mom didn’t cook; it was her day off. Saturday was always pizza, or we ate takeout like cheesesteaks, or cold cuts.

But Sundays were the best. On Sunday in South Philly, you always heard someone say, “What time do you want me to put the water on?” This referred to the pot of water used to cook the macaroni. Rigatoni was my favorite. Every Sunday, my mother would make rigatoni and put the leftovers in the refrigerator. Late at night, I’d go downstairs, take out the bowl of macaroni, pour a glass of homemade iced tea, watch some TV, and then head back to bed. Even cold macaroni right out of the refrigerator was delicious; that’s how I knew my mother was a great cook.


In Philly, we call it macaroni, not pasta. And, cuz, it ain’t sauce—it’s gravy.



Sundays started early. You didn’t even need an alarm clock—we had meatballs for that. Maybe you would wake up after staying out late on a Saturday night, maybe you still had a little buzz, and—oh, shit!—it would hit you. You’d hear the meat sizzling, smell the tomatoes with the garlic, olive oil, and the pork. Forget about eating bacon and eggs in our house. Hangover or not, you wanted to get your ass out of bed to get to that plate of fried meatballs.

And my mother’s gravy? Get outta here—it was phenomenal. Every Sunday, she made a pot of gravy that contained pigs’ feet, pork skin, ribs, sausage, braciole, and especially meatballs. Some people baked their meatballs, some people threw them right into the pot, but we fried ours first. Before the meatballs went into the gravy, we’d tear through a dozen or so of them. My mother would always yell, “Stop! There won’t be any left for dinner.” I couldn’t argue with that, but later in the day I’d sneak back into the kitchen and make a gravy sandwich: sliced Italian bread, gravy, grated cheese. The best things are usually the simplest things.
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Family dinner at 6th and Fitzwater

People don’t really do this anymore, but back then, we made it a point to eat as a family. A really big family. My mother, father, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and, of course, cousins—my best friends. In my family, like the others I knew, they fed you and fed you. It was the way we showed love. Food was always part of the equation, always the solution to a problem, always a way to mark an occasion. Any occasion. Someone got married, there was food. Someone died, there was food. You didn’t feel good, there was food. The only way you got skinny was if you went to prison. It was like the South Philly version of Weight Watchers or something.
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Me and Gram

My philosophy today comes from the tradition of those great family meals, and it remains pretty simple. I’m a cook—just like you. I mean that. I’m not a chef. I didn’t go to school for this. I don’t have any special training. There isn’t any magic formula. Most of what I learned, I got from my mother and Gram and the other members of my family. Basically, I cook what they cooked; the only difference is that today I use the best ingredients I can find. Both of my parents worked for little pay when I was a kid, so we couldn’t afford that kind of quality. Great meals just become better with top-notch ingredients.

At its heart, Italian cooking—or at least Italian-American cooking—is really peasant cooking. You don’t have to have a million dollars to put great food on the table. Another thing I’ve learned is that there’s no right or wrong. Want more garlic? Great! You love cheese? Add more. Cook what you love. I picked up on that as I got more interested in cooking and started trying different kinds of food and going to different restaurants. I’d try to learn how to replicate the dishes I liked and just shake my head at the ones I didn’t. Either certain flavors work for you or they don’t—don’t fight your instincts. Food, like romance, is very personal and subjective.

Since my parents often worked long hours, that gave me a chance to mess around in the kitchen and cook for myself. Like a lot of beginners, I started off with eggs—maybe adding peppers or some cheese or whatever we might have in the fridge. And my interest just kind of took off from there.

[image: ]

My mom, Lil, and dad, Joe, at a family function

Honestly, though, my career in food almost didn’t happen. I’m proud to be from South Philly and I treasure my family—they’re everything to me. But sometimes, if you’re not careful, those things—the pressure to be a certain way because of where you’re from or who you’re related to—can become a kind of prison. I know this from experience.

My mother worked at a company that made bathing suits, one of my grandmothers ran numbers (a weekly neighborhood lottery, except it was, um, an illegal one), and my father, Joe, was a part-time loan shark. (When I bought my first car, he loaned me the money. I had to pay it all back—plus the points. He didn’t mess around.)
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My cousin Carol, my dad feeding me, and my cousin George

His primary job, though, was at John’s Vending, the biggest business of its kind in Philadelphia. Two of his brothers, John and Raymond, owned the place, and the rest of the family worked there. My cousin Carol, Aunt Philly’s daughter, helped run the company. She is like the sister I never had—very loyal. Today, she’s the one who helps keep this family together, just like my paternal grandmother once did. John’s Vending supplied cigarettes, cigarette machines, pinball machines, and jukeboxes all across Pennsylvania and parts of New Jersey. I grew up loving R&B and Motown music, because my father would bring home old 45 vinyl.

He drove a truck for a living, and that’s what everyone probably thought I was going to do, too. The kids at school even called me “Stevie Truck” back then, and, even today, some still know me by that nickname. Not much was expected of me by either my family or the people I grew up with. And who could blame them? I hated school and got bad grades, so going to college wasn’t an option.

The vending company was our family business, but one of John’s Vending’s most interesting employees ran a different kind of “family” enterprise. Philadelphia mob boss Angelo Bruno was, for a long time, a salesman for the company. During his reign (1959–1980), the Philly mob grew in notoriety, making Bruno one of the top Mafia leaders in the United States. Nicknamed the “Docile Don” or “Gentle Don,” he allowed very little violence during his reign. Some said his old-world ways caused him to miss opportunities in narcotics and in Las Vegas, but he was able to gain control over the emerging gambling empire of Atlantic City.

Angelo Bruno was a very close friend and associate of my uncle Raymond, the oldest of my father’s brothers. If you saw Angelo walking in the neighborhood, my uncle was almost always stride for stride with him. If Angelo crawled, Uncle Raymond was right there, too. So—my other option was to work for Uncle Raymond. I had nothing but respect for that man, and most everyone I knew felt the same—working for him would have been an honor. At one point, I was headed in that direction: I did a little bit of this and a little of that, and got into my fair share of trouble. I stole a couple of cars that I took to a chop shop, and once even tried my hand at selling drugs. (That lasted for, like, five minutes.) It was really stupid stuff, but I was looking for options, a way to get respect or money or both. Looking back on that period in my life, I see that those mistakes I made got me neither.
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Grandmom Mary and my uncle Raymond Martorano

But, at a certain point, I realized that both of my options really weren’t options at all. Either I was going to die of a heart attack at an early age after working my balls off, like my father; or, like other guys I hung out with, I was going to go to prison—or worse.

One night in 1981, a buddy named Joey and I were at a South Philly cheesesteak joint when a panic broke out. As we were ordering, two guys ran past us—and then a third. We grabbed the last guy and he started yelling, “They just blew up Phil Testa’s house!” We threw down our money, got our cheesesteaks, and followed the crowd.

Testa was the boss of the Philly mob, a close family friend, and father to my friend Salvie. The former boss, Angelo Bruno, had been assassinated by some of his own men almost a year earlier. After a period of uncertainty, Testa had been picked as Bruno’s successor from a group of men that included my uncle Raymond. Then the shit really hit the fan, and guys started turning up dead left and right. We were used to violence in South Philly, but nothing like we saw when we arrived at Testa’s Girard Estates home in South Philly. It was the beginning of a mob war.

We got there just before the cops and EMTs, but there was nothing we could do except watch in disbelief. A crowd had gathered in the cold on the dark street in front of the neighborhood’s nicest home. People running. People standing. People sitting on the curb. They were in a daze, the whole neighborhood—crying and whispering.

It was March, but it smelled like the Fourth of July. Steam rose off the metal bits that covered the ground. Soon the scene was flooded with lights from police cars and paddy wagons. Parts of Testa, some of his clothes, and his personal belongings were scattered all over the park across the street.

When we saw what was left of Testa, the whispering turned into screaming.

“What the fuck is happening in Philly?” someone cried.

“Jesus Christ, another boss?” I thought as I grabbed a spot on the curb and unwrapped my cheesesteak, still warm but soggy.

They say the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence. I say my side is concrete.

What the fuck is happening? I wondered. And who would be next? My uncle? There wasn’t going to be any retirement to a nice house on the hill for a guy like him, that was for sure. In his line of work, you didn’t retire—either it was life in jail or you got whacked. If I followed in that path, how was I going to avoid the same fate?

I took a bite of my cheesesteak and watched the craziness in front of me. I had so many questions. I didn’t know it at the time, but the answer was in my hand.

That’s the day I started to figure things out; I eventually decided I couldn’t let my circumstances—family, friends, and environment—dictate who I was or what I could become.

Obviously, South Philly is a big part of me—that will never, ever change. And on some level, you’ll see and feel that when you have dinner at one of my restaurants: the food you eat; the music you hear; the movies you watch; and, yeah, sometimes even the attitude you encounter. (Hey, like it says on my menus: DON’T BREAK BALLS!) I left the neighborhood, but the neighborhood never left me.

The same goes with family—only deeper.

Everything I do is a reflection of those two things: family and neighborhood. You might not realize it, but there’s a part of me in each dish I serve, whether it’s a great memory, a funny story, a failure, or an ambition. Eating at one of my restaurants is kind of like reading my autobiography.

So—how did I get here? Sometimes I’m not entirely sure, but I do know this: food saved me. And even though you probably bought this book for the meatball recipe, do me a favor and stick around for the stories. After all, there wouldn’t be one without the other.

Everything I do is a reflection of those two things: family and neighborhood.
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ARUGULA WATERMELON SALAD

SERVES 4

Two of my restaurants are in Florida. People here are always trying to look their best and watch their weight. So I try to keep a couple of healthy options on the menu; this is one that I’ll feature in the summer. For a simple salad, it’s really satisfying. The chunks of watermelon are sweet and juicy, a great complement to the peppery arugula. The olives are nice and meaty. The cheese adds a little nuttiness, and when you add a splash of the dressing, you won’t even realize you’re eating something that’s pretty good for you. This salad is proof that you can eat well and still look great in a bathing suit. You can find the second-press olive oil in specialty stores. It’s lighter in taste than extra-virgin olive oil, and won’t overwhelm the dressing.


DRESSING

2 tablespoons champagne vinegar

6 tablespoons second-press olive oil

12 ounces baby arugula, washed

¼ cup black olives, pitted

4 cups large dice of seedless watermelon

¼ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano, plus 4 ounces sliced

Pinch of kosher salt

Pinch of freshly ground pepper



TO MAKE THE DRESSING Pour the champagne vinegar into a small bowl, and slowly add the olive oil while whisking continuously. Set aside.

In a separate bowl, softly toss together the arugula, olives, watermelon, grated Parmigiano Reggiano, 6 tablespoons of dressing, salt, and pepper, using your hands to mix all the ingredients together. Divide the salad among four cold plates, and garnish each with a slice of Parmigiano Reggiano.

GRILLED HOT AND SWEET SAUSAGE SUMMER SALAD

SERVES 4

Two smells bring me back to my childhood. One is baby lotion—Mom kept me covered in the stuff. The other is a charcoal fire. Everyone in our neighborhood had one of those little grills. I obviously can’t serve the baby lotion, so this sausage salad—along with a few other recipes in this book—is about as close to my childhood-on-a-plate as it gets.


 

 

Four ¼-pound hot sausage links

Four ¼-pound sweet sausage links

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 pint cherry or grape tomatoes, halved

1 red onion, peeled, cut into ¼-inch juliennes

1 cucumber, peeled, halved lengthwise, then cut across into ¼-inch pieces

2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano Reggiano

1 teaspoon chopped fresh basil

Pinch of kosher salt

Pinch of freshly ground black pepper

Pinch of granulated garlic

¼ cup red-wine vinegar

4 ounces sharp provolone, shaved

¼ cup balsamic vinegar, reduced (you can use balsamic glaze)



Preheat your grill to 350 degrees F. Butterfly the sausage links, and hand-flatten to make them even. Coat the sausage with 2 tablespoons of olive oil, and place, cut side down, on the hot grill. Grill the sausage for 3 minutes; then turn it and cook for another 3 minutes. To get the crisscross pattern, place the sausage first at two o’clock, then at eleven o’clock. Flip the sausage, and repeat the process.

In a large bowl, toss together well the tomatoes, red onion, cucumber, Parmigiano Reggiano, basil, salt, pepper, granulated garlic, remaining olive oil, and vinegar. Place one piece of hot and one piece of sweet sausage onto each of four plates, then top with the evenly divided salad. Shave the provolone with a peeler, and place 1 ounce on top of each salad. Finally, drizzle reduced balsamic over each plate.

BALSAMIC REDUCTION Heat 1 cup balsamic vinegar over medium heat until it’s reduced by half and has a syrupy consistency.


MARTORANO SALAD
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SERVES 4

Whenever we had macaroni as kids, I had a salad on the side. And we had macaroni a lot—every Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday. One thing I’ve learned since then is that you don’t need expensive red-wine vinegar to make a great dressing. Red-wine vinegar, by nature, is meant to be an inexpensive product. Put your money to better use by buying a great olive oil. Laudemio, Olio Verde, and Badia a Coltibuono are some of my favorites. You can find these in Italian specialty stores, great supermarkets, or online.


 

One romaine heart

1 pint grape tomatoes, halved

¼ cup julienned red onion

½ cup peeled and chopped American cucumber

1⁄3 cup extra-virgin olive oil

1⁄3 cup red-wine vinegar

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

Granulated garlic to taste

3 ounces Parmigiano Reggiano



Cut the romaine heart into quarters lengthwise, and then across into 1-inch pieces. In a bowl, toss the lettuce, tomatoes, red onion, cucumber, olive oil, and vinegar, mixing until all the lettuce is coated. Season the salad with salt, pepper, and granulated garlic. With a peeler, slice the cheese and place on top of the salad. Serve family-style.

VEAL CUTLET INSALATA

SERVES 4

Veal can be expensive, and finding
























VEAL PARMESAN SANDWICH





























ITALIAN HOAGIE
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SOUTH PHILLY CHEESESTEAK
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ROAST PORK SANDWICH (Italian Dip)



























BROCCOLI RABE












PEPPER-AND-EGG SANDWICH

















BEEF CARPACCIO
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CARPACCIO SAUCE

MAKES 1½ CUPS












FRIED GALAMAD RED
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GRILLED OCTOPUS






















FRESH MOZZARELLA













FRIED MOZZARELLA

































MORTADELLA SPREAD












POTATO AND EGGS















MARTORANO MEATBALLS
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MUSSELS MARINARA



















HOMEMADE TOASTED BREAD CRUMBS













RICE BALLS



































STUFFED HOT PEPPERS
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THE GINK’S WILD MUSHROOM SAUTÉ
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WINGS BIBZ STYLE
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