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Il Fornaio’s regional menu an impressive culinary journey
BY MERRILL SHINDLER wan to pralse ks the Festa Regionale menu, a
SPECIAL TO RAVE! mwo-week fjourney taken every month to a dif-

acking ones way down chaotic

HRosecrans Avenue, It's easy (o forget

that one of the very best Italian
restaurants in Southem Callfornia
Is feund in the same shopping center as the

wonderful REL and the even more wonderful

Trader Joe's.

Il Fornaio doesn "t have the cartoon glitz of
Romano's Macaronl Grill across the sireer.
Instead. it has the sorof culinary patina that
comes from doing things right.

Walking into the restaurnt, with s pale
yellow lighting, apen kitchen, high ceiling,

appealing bar and white-jacketed waiters, it’s |

easy 1o forgel that Manhattan Beach is out-
side the door. It could be Florence or Milan
or Rome. This ks an Ialian experience that's

both urban and urbane — and possibly better

than it's ever been beflore,

These days, those who work In the anea
can wander in between 5 and 7 p.m. Mondxy
through Thursday, and niblle on compli-
mentary slices of very good pizza, along
with & conswntly changing selection of anti-
past, with their glazses af Pinot Grigio, their
Negroad, their Bellink their Prosecco or tlr
Grappa.

Thie selection of wines by the glass is fine,
though somewhot addly, lalian wines are in
the minarity — just three of the nine whites
are ltalian, and three of the nine reds. Now,

I rather like California wines, But [ like Ital-
lan wines aswell. And this would be a good
chance (o taste a few new ones, But then, 1
quibhle... asever.

Tn termsaf the regpalar menw, its actually
quite simple, though very well conceived.
There ls, af course, bread baked in house
every day, served with soame lovely extra
xirgin ailive oil, almeost a meal [n liself, Bread
reappears in severnd forms wmong the appe-

tzers as well. There's the bruscheta al pomo- i

doro, which is made with the house ciubatta

bread topped with tomatoes, garlic, basil and

olive ail, And there's the rustichella, avery
fine pixza variant of Natbread loaded down
with goat cheese, morzarella, tomaloes,
onions, Wlives, herbs and spices,

They do a good stuffed artichoke heoe [car-
cloflni ripdent), packed with bresd crumbs,
Parmesan and erispy chunklems of calamard
served with pesto sauce, And the squid reap-
pears as calamareti fritt, and in the grilled
seafood appetizer of calamard, scallops and
shrimp

There's o multi-item antipasto della casa
aswell, which has only a linle overlap with
other dishes on the menu, a nice touch. It'sa
sampling of goat cheese wrapped In smoked

salmon, scallops wrapped in pancetta bacon, 3

eggplant salad, salnd caprese, melon with
prosciuno, anichoke and bruschetma, very
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Il Fornalo »w;

Galeway Shopping Center, 1800 Rosacrans
e, Manhattan Beach, JH-T25-8555
Naban. Lunch and dinne, every day;
lbrunch, Sunday. Full bar. Convenien
parking. Reservations exsetial
Appetiners, 5555510095, Entrees, §9.495-
$23.95, Cands: MC, V.
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i good for sharing with the whaole table.

i There are properly thin, crackerlike piz-

i zas Salads abound. The pastas ane some of

¢ the best in town, especially the shrimp and

i potato gnocchl, and the glorously complex
: lasagmn Ferrarese with lts mix of meat ragu

¢ and porcini mushrooms,

: Their rotsserie chicken reminds me of my
: contention that thene's no better dish in the

: world than a perfectly done roasted chicken;
: no trulfles or caviar ever tasted this good.

i And there's a big 18-ounce rib eye done In the
Tuscan style.

: Youcan eat very well ordering from the

¢ regular menu at 1l Fornaio, But what T really

ferent region of Italy. So far this year theyve

bewn to Lazio In January, Umbria in February,

{ Calabria in March, The Marches in April, Tus-
¢ cany in May, Sardegna in June — and coming

up, the mountainous Basillicata region of the
south, Thursday to July 18,

What's so impressive about the Festa Regio-
nale ot [l Fornaio isn't just the obsessive cane

© with which the restaurant goes from region

o region, covering parts of laly whose fooed

we rarely encounter — it's that they make [ta
i [ully encompassing experience.

In each case, the menu is preparned by a chef

who grew up in that region. We get the chef's
¢ bioas well as a culinary story of the region.

Fareach region, the restnurant prepares

: suthentic breads exten by the local populace
: =—Inthecase of Sardegna, itwasa potato

¢ focaccia topped with tomato, onlons and

: oregano; in the case of Basllicats, it's a crusty,
i Mot pane caserecclo,

Beyond that, there's a soup — for Basilicata,

azuppa di fagioli bianchi, a white bean soup
: with onlons, sage, garlic and grilled garlic
:  croutons.

There are o o of antipast to choose from

i = for Basilicata, insalata di Mamma Carmela
¢ {an heldoom tomato salad with sged ricous,
:  cucumber, onbons, olives, basil and aregano],
: carpacciodi tonno (thinly shiced ahd with fen-
¢ nel and caperberries), and involtind di melan-
¢ zane (eggplant rolled with goat cheese). Then
i comesacholce of thres pastas — ravioll filled
¢ with Malian sausage; rigatoni with eggplunt

+  and tomato ragy, wpped with scamorza and
i pecoring cheeses; and risoto with shrimp,

: scallops, colamaori and aspamgus.

And for a Basillcata main course, there's

¢ aselection of nusello (bluenose sea bass)

¢ baked with tomatoes; grilled chicken breast
¢ marinoated with sage, rosemary, thyme,

t and crushed red pappers; and lamb shanks
i braksed In Sangiovese wine

And speaking of wines, there's a selection of

atleast two per month, one red, one white. In
i the case of Basilicata, It's Greco di Tufo Ter-

redora and Aglianico del Vultire,

Like | sald, it's an immersion in the region,
lacking only local musicians, and perhaps
the waiters speaking in the local dialect. After
Basilicam, there's Venles in Augums, Sicily

In September, Emilia-Romagna in October,
i Campaniain November, and a “Best of 2004”

in Decembwer,

‘There's also a "B ¢ wihere you can

: record your meals in each region. Fill out the
i whole thing, and you get a ceramic plate as
i -agift. One monthly diner wins a trip fior two
i tolinly — though I'm not sure the food is any

bamer over there than it i here a1l Farnaio.

i W Merrill Shindler talks abowt restaumants from
i g?w 7 pom, Saturday and Sunday on KLSX-FM
P 971
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770 Tamalpais Drive .

Suite 400 . Corte Madera, CA 94925 . 415-945-0500

ilfornaio.com



