
I’m writing a cookbook, which is really an extended love letter to 
my kids. 

I’m not a chef. But I’m a good cook. I’m not a renowned writer. But 
I’m published and some people like my stuff. 

Food approaches divinity in my world. Thinking about it, shop-
ping for it, making it, eating it – these are the sacraments of my culi-
nary religion.  And the written word is the only reliable tool in my kit 
that connects the things that fill my head, my heart and my soul, three 
siblings who often seem to have never met. My compositions convey 
the messages that are too genuine for my mouth. 

I can be distant, detached, aloof. It looks like arrogance; in fact, it’s 
fear. At my essence, I’m shy, self-conscious, full of doubt. At the key-
board, the chains of insecurity loosen, if only for long enough to craft 
a paragraph or two. At the stove, I silently profess my love. My food 
is an affirmational ode, sung without sound. Food is my constant and 
faithful companion. And writing gives me hope for an honest voice. 

My recipes and my essays are memorials, vessels for preserving the 
basic good inside me. Together, they are the closest thing to a leg-
acy with and of which I am both comfortable and proud. Kitchen 
creations are, besides prescriptions for pleasure, metaphors. I speak 
through food. Learning about food parallels my ongoing journey to-
wards self-discovery.  

There might not be a more recognized representation of the Ital-
ian-American experience than marinara sauce. Yet, it is a very personal 
thing – your idea of marinara. The name suggests the sea, specifically 
“seafaring,” linguistically. No matter your familial bias, you’ll find a 
common component in every version of this sauce: tomatoes. Mari-
nara’s origin story features Naples, the hardscrabble Calabrian seaport 
that spit so many of its desperate and/or aspirational native sons and 
daughters towards American shores during the great migration of the 
late-19th and early-20th centuries. This provenance accounts for two 
twists in Marinara’s tale. Because so many of the Italians who came 
to America were Calabrians, the region’s sauces, marinara being the 
mother or them all, indelibly painted our collective image of Italian 
food blood-red. Although the tomato is not an indigenous Italian ber-
ry (notice, I didn’t call it a vegetable OR a fruit), you could make a 
strong argument that God perfected it, albeit through violent means, 
with the help of Mt. Vesuvius, which looms ominously over vulnera-
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ble Naples, sandwiched between 
the volcano’s slopes and a 
bay less than six miles 
west. The local soil 
that has been en-
hanced by millenia 
of volcanic ash pro-
duces a plum tomato 
variety unique for its 
full, sweet taste: the San 
Marzano.   

This would be a logical mo-
ment to declare certain marina-
ra ingredients to be “typical,” 
“found in most versions,” “the 
base of a proper sauce.” But, to do so 
would be over-codifying a definitionally 
non-standard thing. Some people use car-
rots. I don’t. Some people use sugar. Not 
I. Carrots, sugar…sweeteners, both. Good San Marzano tomatoes car-
ry plenty of natural sweetness on their own thinly-skinned backs. Basil 
has countless advocates in the marinara community, and it lends an 
element of sweetness, too. I delete it, in favor of an alternative herb: 
oregano, with its hint of bitterness and tang. With a nod to the Bay 
of Naples and the sauce’s name, I sneak in an ingredient that I’d swear 
makes my version better than any other you’ll try. And there’s a good 
chance you believe you dislike this thing that I can’t do without (an-
chovies). Back to the issue of tomatoes: Some cooks swear by the pu-
reed kind, denuded of lumps and seeds. I’m firmly in the opposition 
camp: It’s whole tomatoes (imported, canned, certified San Marzano 
DOP) or no sauce at all. I crush them by hand, in a big bowl. And I 
don’t bother to strain the seeds out of the resultant mess. 

Marinara, and tomatoes, are acquired tastes. I hated tomatoes as a 
kid, and I wasn’t a picky eater. I tried (and usually liked) everything. 
Liver. Raw oysters. Squid and octopus. Sweetbreads. Stinky cheese. 
But raw tomatoes (and cucumbers)? Yuck. 

Landing on the “perfect” marinara has been a marathon exercise. I 
didn’t get there until my early-50s, and it’s not for lack of trying.

Disclaimer: Precise amounts and exact times are antithetical to my 
cooking style. Consider what follows as rough guidelines, not gos-
pel. After many iterations, though, I am fixed on three cans of to-
matoes as optimal; it’s the non-negotiable quantity within my ingre-
dient list.  Perhaps, it’s my embedded Catholicism and its reverence 
for all-things-Trinity or my amateur interior designer’s affinity for the 
unevenness of the number “3.” 

S
INGREDIENTS
3 28-ounce cans whole, peeled San Marzano tomatoes
6 cloves of garlic
Most of a yellow onion
More than ½ of a small tin of anchovies, removed from oil and patted 
dry(ish)
Between 1 tsp and 1 tbsp dried oregano
Large pinch - up to ½ tsp - crushed red pepper flakes
More olive oil than most comparable recipes would recommend (say, 
north of ½ c)
Plenty of salt 

EQUIPMENT
High-sided heavy pot/pan, ideally ceramic-lined with cast-iron core 
(think Le Creuset), with lid
Large mixing bowl
Sharp chef ’s knife
Large cutting board
Wooden spoon

Pour tomato can contents in the large bowl. Roll up your sleeves 
and get your hands in there. Crush the tomatoes, manually, stopping 
short of an overworked puree. The product of your labor should be 
relatively uniform in its imprecision. Get it consistently lumpy, but 
make sure the more solid parts are all similarly small. 

Chop the onion and set aside.

Peel the garlic cloves and mound them on your cutting board with 

the anchovies. Mince the two components together, continuing until 
the mix approached a paste. 

Heat the olive oil in the heavy pot, over medium-high heat. Add 
the onion, salt well, and stir to coat. Reduce heat to medium and saute 
for 7 to 10 minutes. The onion pieces will slowly yield to translucence, 
but don’t permit them to brown. Add the garlic/anchovy paste, orega-
no and red pepper flakes, and cook for a minute. (Carefully) dump 
the tomatoes into the pot, salt a little more than your instincts try to 
restrain you from doing, increase the heat to high, stir well, and bring 
the sauce to a full boil. Take care to stir regularly to prevent the sauce 
from scorching at the bottom of the pot.

Having arrived at a robust boil, reduce the heat to medium-low. 
Stir well and allow the sauce to simmer, uncovered, for at least 15 
minutes. Again, stir more, if necessary, when scorching seems an im-
minent risk. 

Reduce heat to low and cover the pot. Simmer for 30 to 45 minutes 
more. Remove the lid to check the sauce’s consistency. Its body should 
have strengthened by now, and much of the excess water should be 
gone. If not, simmer and stir with the lid off until you get what you 
want. When it’s done to your satisfaction, cover or transfer to a con-
tainer to rest and cool. 

When I’m using the sauce the same day, I don’t bother to refrigerate 
it. If you need to hold it overnight or longer, transfer it to a sealed 
container and cold store it for up to five days. 
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