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We dedicate this book, with love, to Matty Iadanza and the Camisas.


A great man and one hell of a family.





FOREWORD


Tony Danza is not only a talented actor but also an incredible friend who shines in the kitchen and is not shy about sharing his talents with friends. Take it from me—if you haven’t tasted Tony’s meatballs, you haven’t lived! His meatballs are exquisite! His lasagna ain’t bad either!


I recall with great pleasure the first time I experienced Tony’s cooking. Tony and I, with our respective others, were at a glamorous Hollywood party where they were serving an elaborate buffet of Italian food. I helped myself to a plate of lasagna and told Tony, “This is great. You’ve got to have some.”


Tony tried the lasagna, gave me a pitying look, and said, “You think this is lasagna? You’ve gotta be kidding!”


We both laughed about it, but the next day who should arrive at my house carrying a large dish of lasagna and a container filled with homemade meatballs? Yes, Tony Danza! I have to say it was a great culinary experience.


Tony is an amazing cook because he puts his heart and soul into it. Growing up in Brooklyn, he learned to cook from his father, Matty. Tony would wander around the kitchen while his father prepared all kinds of delicious Italian feasts. He would watch and he would learn. His beloved mother, Anna, encouraged him, and Tony took it from there. So . . . all I can say is if you want great meatballs, sensational lasagna, or anything else Italian—Tony Danza is your man! Oh yes, and he gives great barbecue too! I unfortunately have not had the pleasure of tasting his son Marc’s cooking, but considering his lineage, I hope I do.


Jackie Collins
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IN THE BEGINNING


Originally the title of this book was Father and Son Cooking, Keeping Family Traditions Alive, or, Gee, I Hate to Waste a Good Salad. We knew that title was way too long, and our editor said it would never fit on any cover. But my son and I wanted a title that summed up what we were going for with the book. We wanted our cookbook to be more than just recipes. Of course, it would have to have great recipes, some easy, some not so easy, but we also wanted the book to tell a little bit about why we cook, why we love to cook, and where our love for cooking comes from. The answer to all three questions is our wonderful family and the traditions that they honored and that we continue to honor. Most of those traditions, if not all of them, revolved around food. So this book we hope will be, above all, a good cookbook that is also entertaining and serves as a window into our wonderful family and the characters in it. And we do mean characters.


We didn’t get our first title, but we would still like to use its three parts as sort of an outline and to explain what those parts mean to us. The first part is Father and Son Cooking. That is exactly what my son and I did in writing this book. We cooked together. We ate together. We also remembered together and, oh, did we laugh together. Marc reminded me of things I hadn’t thought of in years or had completely forgotten, and I did the same for him. One other thing about cooking with your son—it’s a really great way to bond and I do love him so. We may argue over an ingredient or two, but when we sit down to eat what we’ve made together, there is nothing like it.


Now, unlike in most Italian families, my father did almost all the cooking. It was there, watching my father in the kitchen, that I learned to love to cook, and my son later learned the same way, by watching me. An interesting thing happens when you see your father in the kitchen, cooking. It’s no longer just woman’s work, and there is no stigma attached to cooking or being in the kitchen. Even though I loved watching him, I never realized how hard it was to make dinner for a family of four every night. He had to come up with the menu, get the ingredients, prepare the food, and make sure my brother, my mother, and I had something good to eat, every night.


I discovered Marc’s love of cooking early on and he got right into it. I remember his first attempt at frying eggs. He wanted them over easy. The problem was we almost lost our little house in the Hollywood Hills. There was nothing easy about those eggs. The fireman did like the coffee he made, though. Marc now has a son of his own, and as you can see from the front cover, he’s already cooking. My grandson’s a fast learner. As I said, I learned from my father and what I learned were his Old World recipes. My son is a bit more adventuresome in the kitchen, but more about that later.


I learned the way my father made the meatballs, the way he made soup, the way he made sausage and peppers, and, of course, the way made the sauce. You will notice throughout this book that some of the food has a the in front of it. For example, the lasagna. Not just lasagna, but the lasagna. This designation is for the very special dishes, the ones that have a special place in our family and many Italian families. So what I learned from my father was a love for cooking, but just as importantly, he took the fear out of it. One of the things you learn when you spend some time in the kitchen is that cooking is a lot of fun, and it’s pretty hard to mess up. It’s also Zen-like, in that when you’re chopping garlic, that’s pretty much all you can think about. My father taught me some basic rules and I passed them on to my son. He said cook with good, fresh ingredients and stay away from processed food as much as possible. Have a little patience when you cook and you’ll have a good experience and you’ll get to eat too.


While we are on the subject of ingredients, it’s important to us that we convey a message of mindful eating. As you know in our country today, and all over the world, obesity has become an epidemic. In today’s paper, as we write this, there is an article that says even modestly overweight baby boomers will live shorter lives. So it’s time to start thinking about what we eat. There was this legend in our family that as long as they ate peasant food, meaning fresh fruits, vegetables, pastas, and really not much meat, they stayed healthy. As they moved into the middle class, their diets changed. They blamed their later illnesses not on age but on what they ate. Whether they were right or wrong, you are what you eat—so consider that next time you start to chew. Sounds good to us.


    •   •   •


    The second part of our original title is Keeping Family Traditions Alive. This is important. I talked earlier about my father, Matty, making dinner every night for my family. We now know how important it is that families have dinner together. Numerous studies have shown that when kids eat dinner with their parents, they are much less likely to get into trouble. The more nights a week you eat together, the better. This is a family tradition that both my son and I try to honor. It’s a great time to interact with your kids and find out what’s going on in their lives. My parents made us talk at the dinner table, I made my kids talk, and as soon as Marc’s son, Nicholas, can talk, he’ll be talking too. News flash: My grandson just called me Grandpa, well, actually, “Grampna.” We are so excited.


The big tradition that we try to keep alive is Sunday dinner. Sunday dinner was always important at our house, but it was made more important because my mother’s father and mother, my maternal grandparents, lived in the apartment downstairs. First of all, it is an incredible thing to have your grandparents around as you’re growing up. I wish my daughters could have had more of that. My dad, unfortunately, was gone before the girls were born. My mom passed when Katie was five and Emily was an infant. Luckily my wife’s parents are still around and are a big part of the girls’ lives. Marc was lucky to spend a lot of time with my mother when he was growing up. He lived with her on Long Island while he went to school there. She told me it was good for him and a thrill for her. Having your grandparents around also means that the aunts and the uncles with their kids, “the cousins,” come and visit and most of all on Sunday for dinner. When I woke up on Sunday morning, I could smell the meatballs frying in garlic and oil. They were always so great to eat for breakfast before my father put them in the sauce. Three generations later my grandson, Nicholas, wakes up to that smell on Sunday mornings. My son, Marc, though, doesn’t only cook like me and I’m glad about that. He makes a great meatball, and that is the true test, but as you’ll see later in the book he is also a creative cook. One of the joys of cooking is making your own dishes and making dishes your own, and let me tell you, Marc makes a terrific mango salsa. Since this part of the old title is about family, we’d like to introduce you to some of the Camisa family. The Camisas. My mother’s side of the family.


My grandparents were Anna and Tony and my mother and father were Anna and Matty. My mother had five brothers and sisters: our uncles John, Tony, and Mike, and our aunts Rose and Fran. Their spouses were Anne, Josie, Sadie, Vinny, and Phil. Just writing all the names made us laugh. They were so great and so important to us. Especially to me as I grew up. One of the best things about having Marc at such a young age is that he got to grow up around these wonderful people too. It is a great gift to grow up around loving and fun uncles and aunts.
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On a roof in Brooklyn, after the war. Back row, left to right: Aunt Sadie, my father’s mother, his brother Louie, my mother’s mother, Anna, and father, Tony Front row, left to right: Uncle Mike, my mom, and Uncle Tony


In all I had nineteen first cousins, and we grew up much like siblings because the family was always together. How I looked forward to the family gatherings! Fortunately they happened all the time. My mother’s side would take turns having dinners and get-togethers. They were sometimes at Uncle Vinny and Aunt Rose’s place in Patchogue, which was like the country for us city kids, sometimes at Aunt Frances and Uncle Phil’s in Lynbrook, or at Uncle Mike and Aunt Sadie’s, or at our house (first on Euclid Avenue in Brooklyn and later in Malverne, Long Island). These were great times. The whole family together. My aunts, uncles, and cousins. All so close. I especially got a kick out of my older cousins, who were so cool and whom I idolized. Throughout this book we will try to remember some of these people with stories that connect the recipes with our sweet memories.


•   •   •


The last part of the title is Gee, I Hate to Waste a Good Salad, which I heard from my dad almost every night after dinner. As Marc grew up he heard it from me, and I am sure his son will hear it from him. Where does this saying come from? Almost every night, as we cleared the dinner table, my father would stand at the kitchen sink eating the last bits of salad out of the salad bowl—that last bit of crispy lettuce, a slice of onion, a wedge of cucumber. Then he would say, as he shook his head, “Gee, I hate to waste a good salad.” It’s a silly little memory, but it stays with us for some reason. These are the kind of memories that this book is about. Remembering good times and good food with the people you love. This book is about cooking with your son or any of your other relatives or friends. It’s about eating with your family and about the connection of food and family and the joys of a happy family life. It’s about making sure the traditions that bind you together stay alive and strong. We hope you enjoy the book, the pictures, and most of all, the recipes. And we hope you find the same joy in reading and using this book that we found in writing it.
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The aunts and uncles Back row, left to right: my mom, Uncle John, Aunt Rose, Uncle Tony, Aunt Sadie, Uncle Mike, and Uncle Phil Front row, left to right: Aunt Anne, Aunt Fran, and Aunt Josie
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Look! We did have fun.





WORDS FROM THE SON


When my father asked me to write a cookbook with him, I was excited and a little apprehensive. I wondered, Could we do this? Do we have enough recipes? What else would we talk about in the book? He told me his idea, that we would make it a homage to our family. I started to think about all the great people and food I had grown up with. I thought about my aunt Rose cooking sauce in a small hot kitchen on Long Island every Sunday. I thought about my grandfather Matty making veal cutlets and my grandmother Anna cooking me a steak and trying to get me to eat her beets. I thought about my father saying every time, when he finished whatever Italian food he made, “Send a picture to Italy and tell them this is what it’s supposed to look like!”


I have so many memories of my father in the kitchen. I remember him cooking me egg sandwiches in the morning and singing Sinatra songs while flipping the egg in the air. Another favorite memory is the pizza dough he would prepare the night before. In the morning the dough would be spilling over the bowl onto the counter, and he would be humming away getting ready to make some of the best pizza I have ever eaten. I also thought about my mother-in-law, Joyce Frattalone, cooking her sauce, with Pasquale, her husband, making the meatballs right next to her. I should tell you that I was so lucky to have married a wonderful Italian girl named Julie. Her family has so many of the same traditions we do. Sunday pasta, of course, is my favorite. I thought, What luck. I get excellent Sunday pasta in Minnesota too. Like our family, they also serve pasta alongside the turkey on Thanksgiving. It was so nice to feel at home when I was so far from home, and I know Julie feels the same way too. I could go on and on with memories of relatives and friends enjoying themselves in the kitchen, cooking like they didn’t have a care in the world. So why not write a cookbook that includes wonderful stories, memories, and, of course, recipes from our lives?


Once my father and I actually started writing the book, memories were jarred that made us laugh, chuckle, and even cry. We looked through old photos of our beloved relatives and were reminded how many are no longer with us. Both of my Iadanza grandparents, Uncle John, Uncle Tony, Uncle Vinny, Uncle Mike, Aunt Rose, and Cousin Patty have passed. We realized how important it was to write this cookbook. We needed to flesh out those old characters from our past that had such an impact on our lives. We could then give our children a piece of our family history that they, unfortunately, were not around to experience.
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