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			Praise for It’s All About the Guest

			 

			“Going to Davio’s is an amazing experience. The attitude of the staff is always upbeat and attentive; the food is consistently superb. Steve has created a great business and has been able to replicate it in location after location with great training, motivation, and execution. This is the best business book that I have read since Tom Peters’s In Search of Excellence. I believe that we are all in a service industry and this book is a must read—it’s quick, easy, and funny. There are also a few great recipes!” 

			—Herb Chambers, one of America’s largest automotive retailers

			“During my Yankee years Davio’s was my favorite place to go after the battles at Fenway. Win or lose! However, I must say the food seemed tastier after a victory. But on every occasion my party was always treated as if we were guests at Steve’s home. Steve DiFillippo only knows how to treat people with respect. That’s why It’s All About the Guest is a must read, even if you are a Yankee fan.” 

			—Joe Torre, MLB executive 

			“Steve is the consummate host. As restaurateurs both starting out in Boston in the late ’80s, we share a passion for this industry as well as an enduring friendship. Through this book you will gain insight into what it takes to run a successful restaurant as Steve guides you through all aspects of the process, sharing stories from his own personal journey. It’s all about bringing people around the table, and Steve always has room at his table to welcome you.” 

			—Todd English, chef/restaurateur

			“I have thoroughly enjoyed Steve’s cooking during my career in Boston and had even greater pleasure getting to know Steve. Exceeding expectations is what he does best. I am sure people will enjoy this book as much as their experience at one of Steve’s restaurants.” 

			—Tom Brady, NFL quarterback

			“Back in the early days of Aerosmith, Steve was just getting going with Davio’s. It was one of the first high-end restaurants in Boston that paid respect to a younger clientele. It wasn’t just the great food. It was the voice of a new place welcoming a generation on its way up. Steve’s book is the journey of how he exceeded expectations to get to where he is today.” 

			—Tom Hamilton, musician, Aerosmith

			“This book may be all about the guest, but it is also all about the extraordinary attention to detail in every aspect of running a successful restaurant that Steve DiFillippo does so brilliantly in this very personal account of his journey of hard work from the bottom up to head of a restaurant empire that epitomizes his passionate love of food.” 

			—Mary Ann Esposito, host of PBS Ciao Italia and author of Ciao Italia Family Classics 

			“Steve is an amazing restaurateur, and with It’s All About the Guest he generously shares some of the secrets to his success. A fun read for anyone interested in the business, passionate about food, or just curious how life’s lessons present themselves in some unexpected places.” 

			—Ming Tsai, chef/restaurateur

			“Steve DiFillippo is a world-class restaurateur. What sets him apart is that he treats every guest as if they were the only one in the restaurant. It’s not just the best produce, meats, and fish. With Steve, the service is always equally important and the overall experience is all the better for it.” 

			—Jack Connors Jr., chairman emeritus, Hill, Holliday, Connors, Cosmopulos Inc.

			“I have many fond memories of Davio’s on Newbury Street. It was a comfortable place to meet with friends, hang your hat, and knock a few back. Steve is not only a great restaurateur but an even better host. You will learn the business of hospitality from this book.” 

			—Peter Wolf, American rhythm and blues, soul, and rock and roll musician 

			“From the incredible spring rolls (my favorite) to the outstanding service, there is much to be admired about Steve’s successful business strategy. Whether you are a restaurant owner or aspiring entrepreneur, get your hands on this book and find out how Steve turned a dream into an empire.” 

			—Tedy Bruschi, former NFL linebacker

			“During my time with the Red Sox, I always enjoyed dining at Davio’s Boston and getting to know Steve DiFillippo. It’s All About the Guest is all about what makes Steve so successful in business and in life.” 

			—Kevin Youkilis, MLB player

			“Steve DiFillipo has the art of hospitality down to a science. Every nuance, every gesture of the experience of dining with Steve is pointed toward the same goal—to make the guest’s experience extraordinary. Steve’s restaurants are great places to celebrate (my wife and I met at Davio’s and held our wedding reception there) and are, in themselves, cause for celebration!” 

			—Keith Lockhart, conductor, Boston Pops Orchestra
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			Mom and Dad. I’m so happy you met. 

				Thanks for your DNA. 

			Steve

		

	
		
			

			Foreword

			Steve DiFillippo is passionate about fine dining. He loves every part of the dining experience, from the creation of his recipes to the selection of ingredients to the preparation of the meal and the social engagement with friends and family at the dinner table. He studies food like our coaches study film. He is constantly looking for ways to improve his guests’ experience, because Steve understands that in order to succeed in the restaurant industry, like so many other service industries, it’s all about the guest. 

			I first met Steve in the mid-’80s, shortly after he bought his first restaurant. It was a small Italian place called Davio’s, located on Newbury Street in Boston. He didn’t know me at the time, but I remember how happy he seemed. He was a young, energetic, and charismatic restaurateur. You could tell that he genuinely loved what he was doing. 

			Prior to Steve’s ownership, Davio’s was a little-known, underperforming Italian restaurant competing in a saturated Boston marketplace. I am sure it was a huge financial risk for Steve to buy the fledgling venue. But Steve saw an opportunity and seized it. He was bound and determined to pour his heart and soul into building the Davio’s brand, making it one of Boston’s premier fine-dining establishments. 

			I have always had an affinity for young entrepreneurs willing to take risks and accept the many challenges of ownership. In my businesses I have tried to deliver a quality product at reasonable prices, but where I gain my greatest advantage over the competition is in the customer service we provide. In my earliest observations of Steve, the interest of the guest was always paramount in his business plan, and in fact Steve earned my admiration and loyalty through his service. Of course, that is not to diminish Davio’s food. It was—and still is—exceptional. It didn’t matter what I ordered; every meal exceeded my expectations. From Steve’s comfort foods to his daily specials, I often ended my meal proclaiming it the best I had ever had.

			Thus was laid the foundation of a lasting relationship. Steve loved to create great meals. I loved to eat great meals. We became fast friends and have been ever since. 

			We have shared numerous dinners and holidays together. One of my favorite experiences was when Steve and his wife, Pam, accompanied me and my wife, Myra, to Israel on one of our annual missions in which we bring people from all religious backgrounds together to visit the Holy Land. I love exposing people to Israel—the birthplace of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—and enjoy the reaction of my friends who visit for the first time. Guests on our missions are often overwhelmed by the confluence of spiritual and cultural histories juxtaposed with Israel’s modern economy and culture. During the mission Steve was a sponge. He studied the region’s history, asked poignant questions about the people’s varied traditions, and immersed himself in the tasting and understanding of the cuisine. Steve said he was “blown away” by the experience and has since become an advocate and passionate defender of the country. Years later it was an honor to attend an Anti-Defamation League dinner in Boston at which Steve received the organization’s Torch of Liberty award. 

			When my family decided to develop the property around Gillette Stadium with a retail and entertainment destination, Steve was the first restaurateur we called, and Davio’s was the first restaurant to open at Patriot Place in 2008. Shortly after it opened, I took some guests who were in town for a Patriots game to Davio’s for dinner. Despite owning and operating multiple restaurants, Steve was there to greet us and cater to our every want, just as he had when I first met him nearly thirty years before. The Patriots ended up winning that week and again later in the year when we repeated the dinner ritual. Superstitious as I am, Steve became our good luck charm. For years the Patriots were undefeated at home when Steve was able to attend one of our Friday night dinners. 

			In April 2011 Myra and I invited Steve to our home to attend a Seder dinner with our family. Steve brought his son Max. I will always remember the love and laughter shared that night as we celebrated the traditional meal, which would be Myra’s last with us. Steve was always welcome, as our family adored his company, but more importantly, we appreciated his passion for learning about the Jewish culture and sharing in its traditions with our family.

			When Steve told me he was writing this book, I couldn’t wait to read it. It’s All About the Guest is a tale of Steve’s passionate pursuit of owning and operating a successful restaurant, a quest that began when he was a young boy growing up in Lynnfield, Massachusetts. It’s a story of lessons learned along the way, and it provides a recipe for success for young entrepreneurs. As you would expect from Steve DiFillippo, it is very tastefully done and will be enjoyed by all. 

			 

			 Robert Kraft, Chairman and CEO, The Kraft Group

			Owner, New England Patriots

		

	
		
			

			Introduction:
A Question from My Wife

			When I first told my wife, Pam, I wanted to write a book, she shot me a sarcastic look. “Why would anybody want to read a book by you?”

			Good point, I thought. Why would they?

			An answer came as I remembered an encounter I’d had while checking out pastas at Stop & Shop. A woman nearby said “hi!” enthusiastically, making it clear that she knew me from the restaurant. I’m familiar with hundreds, maybe thousands of our guests, but I couldn’t remember when I had met her. Still, we must have had a friendly exchange because she was happy to see me and felt comfortable enough to ask a bunch of questions: How does Davio’s make its Bolognese? What do you think about nonstick skillets? Do you really have to cook short ribs for hours? What’s your opinion of food truck restaurants for young kids starting out? Her son, she told me, was waiting tables for the summer and wanted to open his own place someday. Would I mind meeting with him? 

			I told her I wouldn’t mind, and that I also didn’t mind handling her questions. I had long ago fallen in love with Bolognese, skillets, short ribs, and many other food topics. I got my first restaurant job when I was a sophomore studying business at Boston University. It was a three-hundred-seat place called Seaside, and I worked there for six years, starting as a coffee clerk and ending up as head chef, while also waiting tables the entire time. After graduation I got a degree from the Cambridge School of Culinary Arts while still working as a chef at Seaside. In 1985, when I was twenty-four years old, I bought my first restaurant, a small Italian place called Davio’s on Boston’s Newbury Street. It was about to go under, and in pretty short order I kicked out the druggies, redid the menu, lowered the prices, repealed the dress code, and turned the place around. Two years later, we’d tripled sales.

			Today, I own seven restaurants, including Davio’s in four states. In 2006 a serendipitous series of events led me to launch a line of Davio’s frozen foods, which has become a big business that sells at three thousand stores in forty states—and counting. People come up to me asking about Davio’s all the time—at cocktail parties, airports, my kids’ sporting events. Friends and prominent guests call or text me at odd hours for recipe ideas, cooking tips, and other food-related or business advice.

			Looking back on it, I was lucky to have an Italian grandmother and a Portuguese-American mother who were great cooks—and a father who was a successful businessman. On top of that, we had three restaurateurs as neighbors! I hung around those guys from the age of eleven and learned so much, especially from Mr. Sampsonas, who owned a restaurant I liked called The Continental. Both he and my father taught me something fundamental: It takes more to create a great restaurant than just a great chef and stellar food. Restaurants are businesses, and they need to be run by businesspeople. 

			Restaurants thrive because they’re important places in peoples’ lives. They offer guests a sense of community and comfort by giving them a nurturing experience they might not get anywhere else. I can boil the Davio’s mission statement down to this: We want guests to have a great experience so they come back! Whenever I make a business decision, I ask myself the following question: Will this make it better for our guests, or not?

			I also focus on a second set of guests, our team members. In order for the staff at any successful restaurant to deliver superior guest experiences, they have to treat each other well and be happy at work. Every entrepreneur knows that business is all about relationships. At Davio’s we capture this concept in our notion of the inner guest. As restaurant workers we each are motivated to do our best when we’re treated as nicely as we treat our paying guests. Treating each other well creates a positive, self-perpetuating cycle that fills seats and ultimately helps a restaurant to succeed.

			It’s All About the Guest explores the basics of running a restaurant as a successful business. It proceeds in a simple way, by telling stories. Back when I was a kid, I fired questions at Mr. Sampsonas the way so many people today fire them at me. His responses always stayed with me because they came peppered from top to bottom with cool, fun, interesting stories about stuff he’d lived through. Avoiding the dry and boring jargon of business books, the chapters that follow give an account of exactly how I’ve gotten where I always wanted to go and suggest how young chefs and aspiring restaurateurs can live their dreams, too. 

			I have always loved people and making money, so I have tried to learn everything I could about the industry I love. Hopefully this book will help would-be restaurateurs become aware of parts of the business they’ve never considered. That’s not to say that you should read this book only if you’re dreaming or thinking of opening a restaurant and want an insider’s perspective. You should also read it if you’re into food and want to know more about how a restaurant works. Or if you simply want to learn the ins and outs of what it takes to make money and build a sustainable business.

			Pam, does this answer your question?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Passion

			I’ve eaten a lot of sophisticated food in my time, but I still love a good hot dog. I’ll never forget crossing paths with one of the richest, smokiest, plumpest, juiciest hot dogs of all time. It happened at a Seals & Crofts concert during the summer of 1974. I was thirteen years old and attending the concert with twenty other kids from Camp Kingsmont in western Massachusetts. Camp should be fun, but this wasn’t a regular camp. It was a fat camp for what turned out to be pretty obese kids. 

			I wasn’t obese—not by a long shot. The previous year, I had been captain of my Pop Warner football team, and the coach of the team really wanted me to come back. Unfortunately, I weighed 145, and the league had a firm weight limit of 120 pounds. So I went to my mom and told her I really wished I could play football again.

			She thought it over. “Well, there’s a camp out in the Berkshires. They’ll help you lose weight.” 

			“Mom . . . a fat camp?” 

			“Well, let’s not call it a fat camp.”

			But it was a fat camp, and if I had known how un-fun it would be, I might not have gone. The first two weeks, I lost the desired twenty-five pounds and learned lots of great stuff about food—carbohydrates, proteins, vegetables, structured eating. It’s amazing what happens when you don’t have constant access to a refrigerator. But then I became bored with everything, the food included. When they offered us a chance to attend a series of concerts, I said yes. I didn’t care so much about seeing Roberta Flack, John Denver, or James Taylor; I just wanted to get the heck out of camp. 

			It wasn’t long before I caught sight of the hot dog stand. I would have bought a dog right then, but they were strictly off-limits. One of the counselors had made that perfectly clear a few nights earlier when we were driving home in the camp bus. In a stern voice he said, “Hey, so if anyone goes near those snack bars, your parents are going to be called tomorrow and you will be immediately sent home.” 

			That did it. Don’t ever tell me I can’t do something. The way I looked at it, my weight was pretty normal. I had lost the pounds I had come to lose. There was no reason I couldn’t have a hot dog. I just had to have one. 

			The week before our next concert, I plotted obsessively how I could get away from the group, buy a hot dog, and eat it without being seen. On the night of the concert, I wore a plain light blue T-shirt under the bright yellow Kingsmont shirts we all had to wear. In the middle of the show, while the band played “Diamond Girl” or “Summer Breeze,” I walked off, went to the bathroom, and switched shirts in a private stall. Then I raced to the concession stand and bought a hot dog (with mustard). I made for the woods next to the concert shell to wolf it down. Oh. My. God. I hadn’t eaten anything good for what felt like years. The camp was all cottage cheese and plain chicken breasts and salads with I don’t know what for dressing, but nothing with any flavor. 

			Going crazy over a hot dog—or most any other kind of super-delicious food—was typical for me as a kid. When I was nine the spread at my cousin Mona’s wedding at Boston’s Copley Plaza Hotel blew . . . my . . . mind. There was a huge raw bar with shrimp, oysters, and clams. This was more than forty years ago, before you saw things like that. I ate at least five lobster tails and told my mother it was the greatest day of my life. When I was sixteen a caterer named Roberta Dowling got my attention. My sister Donna was getting married, and Roberta converted our house and property into what looked and functioned like a gorgeous restaurant. We again had a huge raw bar, fine linens, filet mignon—unbelievable. I was wildly inspired; I told Roberta, “I’m going to have my own restaurant, just you watch.” She didn’t believe me, but as luck would have it, I later studied under her at the school she owned, the Cambridge School of Culinary Arts. How cool is that?

			Throughout my childhood I thought about every plate that came my way—every lunch, every dinner, every snack. At my friends’ houses I paid close attention to what they had in their kitchens and what their parents served for dinner. In high school I was the only guy who took home economics, just so I could learn about cooking. From a very young age, I saw eating as this exciting activity that everybody got to do every day that felt so good. I didn’t yet recognize the power of food to bring people together, express love, or ground us in the world. I just thought how great it was to eat. I loved smelling food, touching it, tasting it, feeling it on my tongue, swallowing it. It was pure pleasure. 

			It’s not normal to be so obsessed with food, but that’s what you have to have to be in this business—obsessed. It’s too difficult in too many ways to own a restaurant unless you possess a deep, undying passion for eating and feeding people. What’s hard about it? The hours, for one thing. They’re long, they’re nights, and they include weekends and holidays. Forget about regular dinners at home. Forget about being there for Mother’s Day, Thanksgiving, Valentine’s Day, Christmas Eve. Those are busy, busy days. Working when most of the rest of the world is off at home is hard. And as hard as it is on you, it’s harder on your family. Because even though you don’t really want to work at night—you kind of do, and your family knows this. 

			Being passionate about something is like having a mistress you’re always half wanting to take off and be with, which hurts the people closest to you (not that I’ve had a mistress myself; I’m just speculating). A lot of passionate people—driven people—are hard to live with, and their families take the hit. Many of my restaurant friends have gotten divorced, including me. You have to find a strong significant other who understands the nature of the business. I didn’t get it right the first time, but luckily, I did the second.

			Unless you love food and serving people, you’re not going to want to make the constant sacrifices, and if you don’t, you will not succeed at this business. It’s passion that sustains you through the long hours, the snowstorms, the recessions, the fear that you can’t make it, and if you have made it, the fear that you’ll lose it. I’m always advising people to find their passion, because despite all the hardships of this business, I don’t think of what I do every day as work; I think of it as fun. And if you’re really lucky, you’ll feel passionate about business as well as eating, because the numbers have to add up or you can’t serve the food you love. 

			Look at restaurants that have made it over a long period, and you’ll find that their owners are almost always men and women who think about food, eating, and business an unnatural amount of time. On the flip side, so many places go out of business because their owners don’t have their hearts and souls in it. I see it over and over again. I have to laugh when I hear that somebody wants to open a restaurant when they retire—as though it’s an easy thing to do when you don’t really have to work anymore. You can’t open a restaurant because you want to have a place where your friends can have drinks and dinner. Ever wonder what the story is behind those places that close before it seems they’ve even opened? Now you know. 

			If you’re thinking of starting a restaurant, you need to sit down and ask yourself: “Do I really have what it takes to succeed? Do I love food and making money enough to make these things my life?” 

			[image: ]

			In answering these questions, keep in mind that a passion for eating, food, and business can’t be manufactured. It has to be in your blood. It has to run deep. Food was a central part of the culture I grew up in. My mother, the pretty, red-haired daughter of Portuguese immigrants who had emigrated from the Azores to Providence, Rhode Island, was the cook. When she married into my father’s Italian family, she was allowed—and expected—to learn all the DiFillippo family recipes from her mother-in-law. This, however, was permitted only after the knot had been officially tied. You’d think these recipes were state secrets! In a way, they were. My Italian grandparents also weren’t born in this country. Only one of them spoke English well enough to be understood. Of course the familiar foods of their childhoods would give them a sense of emotional security. 

			For me, too, food accounts for many warm, comforting memories. Throughout my childhood we spent most Sundays and holidays eating at relatives’ houses all day. This was heaven for me. Both my mother’s and father’s families lived in Providence, where my parents grew up and met. Most weeks, we’d take an hour-and-a-half-long drive from our house in Lynnfield, Massachusetts, to Providence and make the rounds, eating everywhere we went.

			We started at my Aunt Angie and Uncle Tony’s home. It’s a good family laugh to this day that my mother and her sister Angie—nice Portuguese-American girls—both married Italian-American guys named Tony. Angie loved to cook, and Uncle Tony had a big garden, a huge garden, and grew everything. He was into canning things, too. His basement was like a grocery store, he had so much put up—shelves of peppers and tomatoes, green beans, and beets. I used to drive Tony crazy with my questions: How does canning work? How long do different plants take to grow? How come the soil doesn’t get old when you use it year after year in your garden? It was thanks to Uncle Tony that I first learned what a fresh vegetable really was. This was before Whole Foods, and before we brought in fresh fruits and vegetables all year long from places like Mexico or Chile. You couldn’t get very much high-quality, fresh produce in the supermarket.

			My Aunt Angie was a great cook, and she made both Italian and Portuguese dishes. We never had Portuguese specialties like kale soup and seafood stews at home unless my father was away, since he doesn’t like them. Angie’s Italian dishes weren’t the same as my mother’s and grandmother’s, though. She made her meatballs with breadcrumbs, whereas my mother made hers with stale bread soaked in milk, which made them moister and softer. When I first opened Davio’s and changed the menu, I got rid of the typical Italian-American dishes, including meatballs. But about five years ago, I put meatballs back on our menu. Happy I did, because they’re just so good! 

			I didn’t appreciate Angie’s cooking so much then, as I had picked up a bit of my father’s cautiousness around food. Still, I always ate at least some of everything, and I especially liked Angie’s clams and her baked goods—she made great pies and cinnamon twists. I also loved her pesto. Uncle Tony grew bushels of basil, and during the summer my mother spent two days with her sister making tons of pesto that they froze. Aunt Angie herself hated pesto—she made it just for our family, which said a lot about the kind of person she was. Years later, when I worked as a chef at Seaside, I made gallons of it as well in the summer and froze it for wintertime use at the restaurant. In those days, the early ’80s, you couldn’t get fresh basil during the winter, and I wanted to serve pesto year-round.

			Don’t tell anybody in the DiFillippo family, but here’s Aunt Angie’s pesto recipe. 

			
				Aunt Angie’s Basil Pesto

				 

				In summer when herbs are freshest, take 2 cups basil, ½ cup extra virgin olive oil (Monini preferred), 2 tablespoons pine nuts, 1 small clove garlic, ½ cup fresh parsley, and a pinch of salt, and blend it all together in a food processor. Put this mixture in a jar and freeze it. Then in January, when it’s freezing cold and snowing outside, take out the jar and defrost it on the counter for a couple of hours. Put the contents in a small stainless steel bowl, add 2 tablespoons butter, 2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano cheese, 2 tablespoons grated Romano cheese, and salt and pepper to taste. Mix the pesto with some freshly cooked pasta. (A little trick: If you want your pesto to have the consistency of a sauce, add in 2 ounces of cooking water from the pasta.) And there you go—fresh pesto. It’s like eating out of your garden in the middle of winter. There’s nothing better!

			

			After visiting Aunt Angie and Uncle Tony, we usually headed across Providence to my father’s parents’ triple-decker on Pomona Avenue and ate again there. Of my grandparents, only my father’s mother, whom I called Nana, spoke conversational English. I loved climbing the stairs to her house because there was always something cooking on the stove in a small, black cast iron skillet. Glancing behind me, I’d steal a piece—and then another. I can still taste the deep flavor of her meats. She used that skillet when she taught Aunt Marie, my mother, and me how to cook. I still adore my grandmother’s marinara, meatballs, eggplant, and chicken Parmesan—classic Italian-American dishes I’d learned to make by the age of twelve. 

			More than the dishes themselves, I learned from Nana that food mattered and how you prepared it mattered. Shopping in a grocery store? Unthinkable! She bought all of her raw materials from small, specialty vendors in Federal Hill, Providence’s Italian neighborhood. What does the meat guy know about fish? What does the fish guy know about vegetables? That was her attitude. She wanted the best of everything to go into her dishes. And cook she did—all day long, in small batches (necessary, she explained, to make sure that every part of a dish is evenly done). Often she would come stay with us and cook with my mom, peeling garlic, cutting eggplant, and standing over my mom’s shoulder, watching her every move, making sure she executed perfectly the DiFillippo family recipes to which she’d been given access. Looking back on it, I think Nana might have left a key ingredient or two out of each recipe when she gave them to my mother; somehow the same dishes always tasted just a little bit better when Nana made them herself at her house.

			A couple months after Nana died, in the early ’90s (on my birthday, as it happened), my father invited us to come down and take whatever we wanted of her things. My relatives took useful items, like TVs, chairs, and tables. I had a successful restaurant by then and was after only one thing. I walked into the kitchen and saw that black cast iron pan sitting there on my grandmother’s 1940s white stove—the only time I ever saw it empty. Grabbing it, I walked down the old squeaking staircase and went to my car. My father was out on the lawn. “Why aren’t you taking anything?” he asked. 

			I held up the skillet. “I have everything I want.” He looked at me like I was crazy, so I decided to explain myself. “This started it all for me, Dad. I’m not sure where I’d be today if it wasn’t for Nana.”

			He looked at me, my father, and it was the only time I ever saw tears in his eyes. To this day, I keep that pan out in my home kitchen, on a shelf above the stove. I cook with it often.
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			Our final stop on Sundays was to visit Aunt Marie and Uncle Aldo, who lived in a beautiful house in Weston, Massachusetts, outside Boston. By the time we got there each week, it was 6:00 or 7:00 p.m., and they had already eaten. We had been eating all day, but in my family, we couldn’t visit together and not eat. Eating is just what we did—and still do. At Marie and Aldo’s, we sat around the living room talking for ten or fifteen minutes and then, inevitably, Aldo got up and went into the kitchen. I followed him, along with my mother and grandmother, while Aunt Marie and my father sat on the couch talking with everyone else.

			I loved watching Aldo lay out the food. I thought it was the coolest thing that he was an extremely successful businessman who also loved being in the kitchen. My father was a businessman—president of the company Aldo had founded—yet he never cooked, and still doesn’t. Aldo showed me that it was okay for men to love to cook and serve. Remember, this was the late ’60s and early ’70s, before chefs became widely visible and admired. 

			Grounded in the southern Italian region of Calabria, Aldo’s food was different from my Nana, who was from Naples. Along with good leftovers, Aldo would put out some cold cuts, including sharp provolone cheese, which we didn’t have at home. He also served anchovies and sautéed calamari with olive oil and lemon—foods I’d never had anywhere else. Nobody made calamari back then. In fact, thanks to Aldo, I became one of the first chefs to offer calamari as a special at Seaside during the early ’80s. I remember that a veteran waiter named Rob Mahoney asked me what it was when I put it out the first time. He didn’t have a clue. When I told him it was a kind of seafood, he said, “Oh, really, seafood? I just told people out there it was luncheon meat.” I’m not making that up.

			On visits to Marie and Aldo’s, we ate together at their great big dining room table. Marie and Aldo’s oldest daughter, whose wedding feast I had flipped over when I was nine, had married a very liberal guy, a professor at a Canadian university. My father and Aldo were more conservative, especially Aldo, who plastered his sliding glass doors with Nixon stickers so no one mistakenly walked into them. Thinking back on it, those stickers must have killed my cousin’s husband, Harvey. But Aldo stood his ground. He loved Nixon and never stopped defending him. 

			Imagine me sitting there at Aldo’s table, a kid eating as much pepperoni, provolone, and mortadella as he wanted while listening to the grown-ups argue political subjects. I was fascinated by these conversations and learned a lot; everything everybody said sounded so knowledgeable, interesting, and right. I realize now how special it was that these discussions didn’t turn into angry arguments—that members of our family could disagree so profoundly yet remain good humored. I learned then never to use my position at my restaurants to prove a point or win an argument. I also learned that food had this special power to bring people together, to help them relax, come alive, and live in the moment. The whole point of food is not merely to nourish the body, but to nourish us as people, as the social beings we are. 

			To do well in restaurants, you have to love socializing just as much as food, eating, and business. One of the best feelings in the world to me today is working in one of my restaurants when all the tables are full and 250 people are eating our food, laughing, and talking up a storm. It’s the same happiness I knew sitting over food with my family back in the day, the same fulfillment I sought when I raced around the kitchen as a kid making something for my brother and sister, mother, or father to eat.

			Being the person who structures or enables social life each and every day is sometimes hard. Running a restaurant is like holding a constant open house or party. Even if you’re a natural extrovert, it takes effort to remain responsive to the many moods of your guests as they come in the door. It can be 7:00 p.m., on a day when you started work at 10:00 a.m., and a party comes in wanting to do shots with you. And of course you can’t: You’re working. It takes effort and skill to avoid killing their buzz while gently extricating yourself from their party. Then you might turn to greet another guest who’s in a bad mood, ready to get totally annoyed over nothing. He’s miserable and thinks it’s your job to make him happy. There are indifferent guests, too, and so many wonderful, easygoing guests—and you don’t want to neglect them while responding to your more demanding guests. 

			Then there are those who want to ask your advice about a million different things right in the middle of service. Restaurateurs are highly visible and accessible, so people think to ask them for their opinions on lots of topics simply because we’re there. I’ve built so many restaurants and had years of experience with contractors, designers, suppliers, repair people—you name it. Meanwhile, I’m a landlord, employer, manager—and a father, too. People know all this, so they ask me where my kids go to school, the name of a great tile guy, or how to find a good commercial real estate agent. 

			A great restaurateur has to be able to maintain his or her poise and react hospitably to every guest, because success absolutely depends on good guest experiences—which is, after all, why most of us got into the business! This takes social agility, grace, and some serious physical and emotional fortitude. It’s something you can’t do well, over and over again for years, unless you really do love interacting with people. After growing up in a warm and boisterous Italian and Portuguese family, with so many distinct personalities and strong opinions, I had little doubt that I did. 
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			When you’re passionate about something, and when you act on that passion, you naturally and effortlessly learn what you need to learn in order to succeed. When I was twenty-three, the year before I bought Davio’s, I went to Europe with my girlfriend and my good friend Charlie, who was a great eater. All I wanted to do was go to restaurants and see what and how they cooked. We had a three-week Eurail pass and ate our way through London, Paris, Nice, Monte Carlo, Barcelona, Rome, and Venice. I gained about fifteen pounds. At the time, the exchange rate was great for Americans, which made it cheap to eat out.

			One night, after a great five-course dinner in Venice, we walked out of the restaurant and I said, “Charlie, why don’t we—” 

			He cut me off. “Yeah, let’s go to another restaurant.”

			And we did. When we finished that second meal, we went back to the first place for a drink. We liked the little restaurant, and the chef-owner had been friendly to us. It had a tiny dining room, maybe thirty-five seats around wooden tables, everything all mismatched and make-do. The place had emptied out by then, and we told the owner what we’d just done: eaten a second dinner. He loved that we cared about food so much. I had just graduated culinary school and was working as a chef full time; I wanted to learn everything I could about restaurants. 

			The owner spoke some English, and we drank amaretto (which I couldn’t stand, but what the hell) and espresso and talked about food until 2:00 a.m. Naturally, I got myself into his kitchen. I’d been inside a lot of restaurant kitchens by that time. As a kid I had gone on business trips to other cities with my father, and I would always go snooping around hotel kitchens. By fifteen, when I was earning some decent part-time money, I went to as many restaurants as I could and either talked my way into the kitchen or spied on it somehow. That same year, I impersonated my older brother at the DMV and got myself a fake driver’s license so I could take my parents’ car and drive into Boston to go to restaurants. Although I was an otherwise good kid, I didn’t think twice about doing this; I was not to be denied when it came to food and restaurants. 

			Anyhow, in this little kitchen in Venice, I saw them cooking pasta to order by keeping a large pot of water boiling all day, and then taking smaller pots from the mother pot to cook individual orders. I thought it was amazing! Thanks to my grandmother, I always knew and loved good pasta. She’d taught my mother to cook it al dente, like she did. (My childhood friend Brian O’Hearn would always ask what was wrong with my mother’s pasta—it was so hard. Yeah, but he loved it!) But I didn’t know how to cook pasta on demand, order after order. When I opened Davio’s, we borrowed this little trick from the Venetians, using an enormous, fifty-gallon pot for the mother pot. Today, we have very expensive stainless steel machines that hold that much boiling water and automatically self-fill. But even before we had such high-tech equipment, we never dunked precooked pasta. No way. And that was pretty unusual in 1985.

			Another, even more basic revelation about food that flowed from my passion occurred when I was twelve. My sister was nearly five years older than me, my brother four, so my parents had started to go away on weekends and leave us kids alone. My mother would lay out food for us in the refrigerator and freezer, and I always ended up being the one to take it out and make something for us. My sister, Donna, was supposed to be the responsible one, but really, I was more responsible. This was, after all, the early ’70s, and she was a teenager with her parents away. Food was the last thing on her mind, boys the first. I was just a kid who loved food and cooking and serving people, so I did it. 

			One weekend when our parents were away, I took a package of chicken out of the freezer and set it out to defrost. A few hours later, when I removed the butcher’s paper, I found that there was no chicken in the chicken, just bones. I flipped out! Not only was I starving to death and frustrated that there wasn’t any meat, but I also feared that my mother might be going crazy. Around this same time, she had begun acting oddly. She’d always been the nicest mother, but now she had become kind of mean sometimes and moody. She was also always hot, always talking about the temperature, about how great it was if a little breeze kicked up. In the middle of winter, we’d be cold, and she’d be opening up the sliding glass doors and complaining about the heat. Now here she was, freezing garbage instead of throwing it away.

			I put the bones in the refrigerator so I could confront her with them when she got home. The next day, I did exactly that. “Mom, I have to talk to you. What’s going on? You’ve been acting weird lately, and I don’t understand it. And yesterday, I take the chicken out of the freezer, and all that’s in there is bones and nothing to make. Are you going crazy?”

			My mother broke out laughing. “Oh, you think I’m losing my mind?”

			“You are!” I said, defiant and fed up. “You’re hot all the time, you’re moody, and now you’re freezing garbage!”

			“Well,” she said, smiling and fanning herself. “I promise you, Stevie, I’m not crazy. I freeze bones all the time. Let me show you what I do with them.” 

			As I looked on, she put the bones in a big roasting pan and into the oven to brown for about an hour. She then got a couple of carrots, onions, and celery stalks and threw them in the same roasting pan, roasting it all together for about another twenty minutes. She took everything in the roasting pan, put it in a big pot, and covered it with water, white wine, and a bouquet garni. “I’m making chicken stock,” she told me. She explained that a stock was like water flavored with vegetables, spices, bones, and leftover meat. “I use stocks as a base for lots of things, but mostly for the kale soup you love so much.”

			Now, I’d been helping my grandmother and mother cook for a couple years, but this stock, this was different. Until then, everything I’d ever cooked or seen cooked was made to be eaten just as it was. But we weren’t going to eat this stock; we were going to use it to make other dishes, like soups and sauces. I couldn’t believe it. It had never even entered my mind that cooks made things to then make into other things. Like that, a whole new level of complexity and even mystery around cooking opened up for me. I loved it more than ever. 

			After the stock was finished, the house smelled beautiful—like my mother’s kale soup. It was an earthy, multilayered, deeply soothing aroma. It turned me on in a way I hadn’t experienced before, have never forgotten, and still love. I love it every day when I walk into one of our restaurants and Jaime or Antonio or one of our other morning prep cooks has several enormous vats of stock at the simmer. Davio’s is very big on stock: We make chicken, veal, lobster, and fish stocks daily. If we’re serving a lamb special that day, we make lamb stock. Stocks are the basis of all our sauces, risottos, and soups and many of our pasta dishes. 

			I still love to dip a spoon into a fifty-quart pot of stock and pull out a small, tender piece of chicken or snag a veal bone and suck on it. 

			So good.

			[image: ]

			I’ve had dozens, hundreds, of small epiphanies that today inform everything that we do at Davio’s. And yes, I’m still crazy about food. When I open my eyes in the morning, my first thoughts usually concern what I’m going to eat that day. I get a rush at 7:00 a.m. remembering that the chefs are doing a homemade ravioli dish for a special event that night, or that Nantucket scallops are in. I might lie there for a minute fantasizing about the sound those scallops make when they hit the skillet. I also continue to repeat the multiple-meal motif of my childhood Sundays. When I travel to another city, I almost always make three reservations. I start around 5:00 p.m., having an appetizer somewhere and checking out the food and the operation. After the first place I head to a 7:30 p.m. dinner reservation somewhere else, and I hit my final destination—again for dinner as well as drinks and dessert—around 10:00 p.m.

			Being at my own restaurants never gets old. Mid- to late afternoons is when it really hits—the itchiness I feel to get to one of our locations if I’m not there already. I love the time just before dinner when everything is pure potential. The kitchen has prepped all day, the servers are ready, and the place looks beautiful. Outside on the street, people are getting off work. Who knows what the night will bring? Will we be busy? Who’s going to come in? Will we run into any problems? Will we hit it out of the park? An hour and a half later, the place is packed, everyone’s working at capacity, and the thousands of details that have been set in place mesh and come alive, bringing the restaurant into its fullest expression. It’s like riding a twenty-foot wave or a bucking bronco. Thrilling beyond belief. Just incredible.

			If you’re lucky enough to be living your passion, no matter what your business, I congratulate you. And if you’re not yet doing so, what are you waiting for? Start working at it—you’ll never be bored or unhappy. When I was twenty, my dad expected that I’d join our large and very successful family company. It was a great financial opportunity and hard to pass up, but ultimately I had to follow my dreams. Over the years, I will admit that despite my love of food I sometimes doubted whether I’d made the right choice, especially when I saw how successful my brother, Dave, was working with my dad. Today, having survived both good times and bad, I’m happy with my decision. I’m also proud to see my daughter Katherine following in my footsteps and pursuing her own passion as a social worker, even though she could have a comfortable career at Davio’s. 

			When I think back on that hot dog I enjoyed so many years ago, I realize that much of the thrill was actually the fun of the hot-dog stand, the mystery of what that little stand might serve. Even today, when I can eat nearly anything I want anytime, I am still thrilled to find a clam shack, say, at a strange ferry terminal or a pizza place that’s new to me. As I’ve explained, it’s not just the food I’m attracted to, but everything—the whole experience around eating. We build temples for this experience—they’re called restaurants—and I love them. 

			Always have. Always will. 

			
			Restaurant Lessons to Live By

			 

			If you don’t have a passion for eating and feeding people, don’t bother trying to become a restaurateur. You’ll never make it.

			 

			You can feel pretty certain a career path is for you if you think of the long hours as fun, not work.

			 

			To succeed as a restaurateur, it’s not enough to love food. You also have to love business and being around people.

			 

			Your passion for the restaurant business can’t be skin deep. It has to go to the core of your personality and childhood experiences.

			 

			If you really do have a passion for something, then don’t waste time. Get cracking—everything else you need will fall into place.
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