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Taste of the Town

By Angela Pettera Photographs by Gary Moss

TRA DI NOI
TURNS 20

Francesco Velasco brings fresh ideas to this ltalian
restaurant’s hallowed menu (and clientele).

FRANCE! VELAS a chef with bovish good looks and a thick
Italian accent, is laughing about his first months at Tra di Nai
Ristorante (tradinoimalibu.com) in Malibu. Velasco, now executive
chef and partner at the unassuming 20-yvear-old Irahan restaurant
in the Malibu Country Mart, spent more than nine years at 1l Grano
in West LA—the last five of those as chef de cuisine. 11 Griano
specializes in authentic, seasonal Italian food with an emphasis on
scafood. When Velasco first came to work at Tra di Noi in 2007, he
said to himself, “Oh my God. [ need to change a lot of these dishes.
Many of them aren't traditional ltalian.”

Take, for instance, the Spaghetti Saporiti, It's an aglio olie
adulterated with an assortment of fresh peppers like Anaheims
and jalapefios. The light green, dark green, and red peppers kick
up the dish’s heat quotient quite a few degrees. No one in Iraly
would recognize it. But the waiters tald Velasco, "Oh no, you can'’t
change that! [t's Daisy Fuentes' favorite dish!™ Velasco chuckles ar
the remembrance.

Tarcisio Mosconi, a partner in Tra di Noi for 15 of its 20
years, also insisted Velasco tread carefully on the hallowed menu.
Mosconi, an impeccably dressed man of 60 who runs the front of
the house, allowed Velasco to try out new dishes as weekly specials.
“If people say, ‘Tarcisio, this pasta is unbelievable,’ it becomes the
next dish on the menu. The customer is the judge. Here in Malibu,
they know their food.” One of those unbelievably pood pastas is the
spaghetti carbonara, Instead of using any egg or cream to bind the
sauce, Velasco u.'ht]'m up an emulsion using olive oil, chicken stock,
and grated Parmesan. It's rich and creamy, serving as a wonderful
background to the crispy pancetta bits and al dente spaghetti. It's a
favorite of Andy Garcia and his wife, whom Velasco describes as
“true foodies.” As soon as r]w:.' tried i, thf_‘}' called the normally shy
chef out of the kirchen to get the recipe out of him.

And so, one dish at a time, Velasco has nudged the menu in a
new, fresher, more seasonal direction. Sure, the Ravioli Rosa is still
there, with its thick handmade pi]f-::".‘.'s of ricotta and spinach, from
when Mamma Rosa put it on the restaurant’s first menu back in
1991. But the ricotta and spinach are fresher than ever and the pink
sauce has a lovely tang w it now, It's what Sean Penn orders when he
drops by for lunch. Much of the upgrade in menu quality has w do
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with the purveyors that Velasco has chosen. Holding up a stack of invoices for chicken, beef, fish, wine,
fruit, flowers, and table linens, he announces, “I've been to every one of these places. T know what I ger.”
He investigates farms and combs through vineyards with a fervor only a food geek could understand.

That passion comes through in his tennarelis al filetto di pomodore: “This is one of my signature
dishes.” It's the dish’s simplicity that appeals to bath Velasco and Mosconi, who says, “You can have
it every day.” Velasco makes a thick, square spaghetti out of semolina flour. Then he chooses just the
right olive oil for the sauce. (Not the same one he uses to dress salads. Nor the one he uses to sear meat
and fish. Nor the one he uses to make the bread dip.) Cherry tomatoes on the vine from Santa Barbara
go into the spare sauce instead of pear tomatoes because “these are the ones | found most similar to the
ones in Naples.” A little garlic and some basil tips complete the minimalist work that—to me—tastes
like summer. “1 go crazy for the flower of the basil,” Velasco says. Basil flowers and their smaller leaves
are more intense and aromaric than the larger leaves (which he'll use in a Caprese salad or on pizza),

Deespite all this hard work from Velasco and the fantastic results, many of Tra di Noi's customers
won't even consider trying a new dish. Singer Michael Bublé, for instance, doesn't even open the menu
when he sits down at a linen-covered table for dinner. He orders the tuna tartare over microgreens and a
penne puttanesca that hasn't been on the menu in years. Says Velasco, 1 feel like they have these dishes
on their mind before they even come here.” And that's why he refuses them nothing. Bublé gets his pasta
and Jeremy Piven gets his Torre di Pisa tower of grilled portohello mushrooms, eggplant, and mozza-
rella—another dish that’s been retired. Mart Damon and his wife, on the other hanc, are apen to trying
new creations from Velasco's sure hand. They'll get o taste the castolette di manzo al Chianti, grass-fed
beef short ribs from Novy Ranches braised in Chianti. And orara alla griglia, a Mediterranean sea bream
in a lemon-herh sauce with grilled organic vegetables. And a Sicilian semifreddo with pistachios. Good
for them. Piven doesn't know what he's missing. B
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Penazzi on T@ di Noi's wine list

's @ bgautiful array of different o
fypes of grapes from the north of ltaly
to the island of Sicily. Sixty percent of the

list is Italian wines; forty percent is Californian.

Romagna region. Lambrusco wines are slightly sparkling, deep Dorigo spends most of his time on the road driving between L.A.
purple in color, and meant to be drunk young. Penazzi wants and Paso Robles, sampling Italian wines and getting to know restaurant
blocks of downtown L.A. Multiple security cameras record his to serve Lambrusco at Tra di Noi with cured meats, cheese, and _ owners like Tarcisio Mosconi of Tra di Noi. For the last 18 years Dorigo
movements. Uniformed guards allow his guests to pass. “It's a  appetizers, It will be on the wine list he's revamping with I_"Jurlg{'m's
federal offense to steal a bottle of wine” Dorigo says. “It's almost  help. Penazzi describes the new list this way: “It's a beautiful array
as bad as stealing a gun.” That's why the offices and warehouses of  of different types of grapes from the north of Italy to the island
s Market Company (youngsmarket.com) require such tight  of Sicily. Sixty percent of the list is Italian wines; forty percent is / hit the restaurant, chef-partner Francesco Velasco begins creating
vision. Young's distributes so much fine wine, liqueur, vodka, ~ Californian” recipes around some of them. “I promise you a really good fish with the
tequila, and other spirits that 1200 cases of beverage alcohol are Dorigo and Penazzi got to know each other 20 years ago ’ , Martini & Ro i
dispersed daily from this location throughout Los Angeles. A when they both worked at Chianti Cucina on Melrose Avenue make his
warehouse in Chino sees even more traffic. “We sample more in Los Angeles. “Thanks to Giampaolo,” Penazzi asserts, “Chianti - -

has been apprising Mosconi of the best wines coming out of Italy and
making sure they're delivered to his restaurant not only on time but also
at the right temperature thanks to refrigerated trucks. Once the wines

shaking Dorigo’s hand. Soon Dorigo will
i to try Velasco's turbot filet with Yukon
gold potatoes and Swiss chard, Ve lightly sautées the fish filet in

wines than other companies sell,” says Dorigo, the Italian Wine
Specialist, with a twinkle in his eye. Why sample so much? Dorigo
knows his Italian wines are of such high quality that he only has
to get his potential customers to taste it. “Once they taste it, the
product sells itself”

One of the people tasting that wine is the new general
manager and sommelier of Tra di Noi Ristorante, Gabriele
Penazzi. Penazzi is here today to discuss Lambrusco Grasparossa
di Castelvetro wines. The grasparossa di Castelvetro grapes are
an ancient varietal that grow in northern Italy in the Emilia-

received one of the first awards from the Wine Spectator.” Dorigo
holds a similarly high opinion of Penazzi. "1 consider him my
teacher,” says Dorigo. “He's a master” After Chianti, Dorigo went
on to be the sommelier at Rex il Ristorante and then at Madeo.
He started working at Young’s in 1991. "It will be 20 years on June
15%" he states proudly. “I was the first Italian wine specialist in
the country working for a major distributor.” Now he works with
about ales reps and managers in The Estates Group division
of Young’s, dedicated to what Dorigo calls “more esoteric wines
geared to high-end restaurants and specialty stores.”

olive oil, then he makes a sauce with the Martini & Rossi Bianco wine,
some fish stock, and a bit of salt and pepper. Dorigo can't wait to try it.

The meeting has ended and the men are walking back to the Young’s
Market Company parking lot. Dorigo points out the vanity plate on his
car that reads ITAL VIN. "Look at that plate—Italian wine!” He chuckles
at the seven letters that describe his life and his passion,

Tra di Noi Ristorante | Malibu Country Mart
3835 Cross Creek Road, 310-456-0169

www.tradinoimalibu.com



