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destined for success>

with Sorellina, John Delpha gets his well-deserved time in the spotlight

BY LOUISA KASDON

CHEF JOHN Delpha is smiling. Not that he’s usually a
cranky guy, but still, it's the day before the public opening
of Sorellina, the health department is coming, Chronicle is
shooting, and he's not happy with the arrabbiata sauce
that goes with the shrimp. Delpha — wha'’s cooked at
Mistral, the Harvest, Clio, and more — isn't nervous, just
a little hyper after a week of sold-out “friends and family”
dinners. But mostly he knows that his work has paid off.
Sorellina (which means “little sister” in Italian) will be a
roaring success, and here’s why.

First of all, the restaurant comes from a good family.
Sorellina’s owners are Paul Roiff and Jamie Mammano,
the real-estate and culinary powers behind Mistral, Teatro,
and the Federalist; Delpha, the executive chef, is a part-
ner. Second, there's its location in Copley Square (RIF,
Salamander). Third, it's the room: one big, open black-
and-white space, with a long, engaging bar and a floor
plan that puts every table in view. (Cheaters beware: there
are no out-of-the-way nooks and crannies at Sorellina.
You will be on display). It's an adult space, as elegant as
Mistral, yet unlikely to become a hopping, late-night bar
scene for twentysomethings. And it has a hum, not a roar.
Designer Celeste Cooper put a lot of thought into the
acoustics: there are special buffers on the ceiling and
absorbent cork on the floor. It'll appeal to a clientele that
isn’t up for screaming. “Even when it's full on a Saturday
night, it’s still quiet enough for normal conversation. It's
pretty cool to have a restaurant this size and still be able
to talk to the person sitting across from you,” Delpha
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1T MAY BE too late to claim two stools for Sonsie’s Valentine's Day event downstairs in the Wine Bar, but even i

you can't make it, be sure to check out the restaurant’s newest nook. Built last summer, i's one of the best
wine bars in the city because general manager Tom Holland says he'll ‘sell any wine on the wine list by the
glass.” And if a $200 bottle is uncorked for you, diners upstairs will benefit too, as each open botile then
pecomes available as a nightly special. ... In case you blew Valentine's Day, there are lots of other food- anc
wine-centric events happening all around town and at every price point. Among the best: jazzy, classy food
from chef Ron Abell is paired with jazzy, classy music from pianist Mark Kross and a guest at Icarus every
Friday evening between 7 and 11 p.m. ... On February 21, Todd English and Bonfire will host a four-course
Taste of Jonnny Walker dinner. Brad Javis, Johnny Walker's Master of Scotch, will be on hand. Space is limit-
ed; we suggest making reservations. ... Grotto on Beacon Hill is offering a build-your-own three-course
dinner, Choose any appetizer, eniree, and dessert for §34. ... The Tuesday Epicurean Evenings at Aujourd’hy
continue to be one of the best wine deals in the city at $45 per person for three wines and three light
courses. The upcoming schedule includes “South of the Border” on March 7; *Memoirs of Acacia® on

March 14: 'I Love You for Sedimental Reasons’ on March 21; and "Blind Tasting” on March 28. Call

617.351.2037 for reservations. @
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says proudly. A bustling, bull-shaped guy with a buzz cut and bright-
green eyes, he's making the rounds on a pre-opening Saturday night,
getting feedback from old friends and customers: “What about the
arrabbiata with the grilled shrimp? Does it have enough Kick?”

As much as | like ambiance, in the long run, every restaurant suc-
ceeds or fails because of its food. At Sorellina, the menu is Italian, but
neither kitschy nor complicated. Updated, upscale, up-price: these are
the words Delpha uses to describe his menu. He differentiates it from
Mistral, which he says is more European in technique and flavor. “At
Sorellina, | wanted everyone to feel like they were eating what a first-
class Italian chef would make if he lived in America,” he explains.
“Using local products — the things we grow and catch — and the best
and freshest product we can import easily from the rest of the world. |
wanted to shop for the restaurant like ltalians do — in their own local
village or market, not scouring the world. Lots of grilled food, simple
salads, basic pastas.” Well, not that basic. Delpha is a little too humble.
The food at Sorellina is great. As they say in guidebooks, it's definitely
worth a detour.

The three pastas on the menu are handmade, and memorable rather
than massive. For example, the meatballs in the macheroncelli are
made from Wagyu beef and cooked with a sauce made with pork
cheeks and Barolo; the cappellini is served with baccala, tomatoes, and
sea salt. Of the “Primo” course, the dishes like salads are huge, and if
the Verdure salad doesn’t win a best in show, I'll be shocked. It's com-
posed of blanched green beans, sunchokes, artichokes, and red onions
in a black-olive vinaigrette. Food doesn't get prettier or crisper than
this. Also on the Primo menu is fonduta (one of the closest things to a
guilty pleasure I've ever had in a fancy restaurant), a kind of cheese
fondue made with melted fontina d'Asta swimming with thin slices of
Italian sausage.

The entrées hit high marks, too — clean and uncorrupted by trendy
flourishes. It’s like eating in an Italian city at a fine restaurant that caters
1o the locals. Lots of fish, and enough beef, chicken, and pork for
everyone to fall in love. The entrées are mostly grilled, simply garnished
with olive oil, roasted garlic, and light on sauce. The steak, a 15-ounce
Angus rib-eye, came dressed with a thick paste of roasted garlic purée
and olive oil that beat out any béarnaise I've had. The oven-roasted
whole bronzini — a kind of Mediterranean sea bass — was dusted with
a “secret rub” of fennel pollen, fennel powder, fennel seed, dried
oregano, and paprika. It's the kind of flavor cocktail that perfumes your
soft palate for a delightfully long time. Ditto for the tuna tartare, a dish
Delpha says he “obsessed about for weeks, trying to get the right
flavor.” He nailed it. It's a generous portion of minced sushi-grade tuna,
mixed with Mostarda, the sweet-sour fruit syrup that Italians often
serve as a condiment or chutney with a cheese course.

| know it’s obvious that | loved Sorellina — the place, the food, the
unstuffy professionalism of the staff — but | also felt a real surge for
Delpha and his main man, Rob Jean, the executive chef at Teatro wha's
on loan to help the new sibling set up across town. Both men are the
kind of long-hour, calm-under-fire chefs who deserve a date in the
spotlight. And it's great to watch Delpha in the kitchen. He has that
eyes-in-back-of-his-head sense that seasoned chefs develop. The sec-
ond before it scorches, he knows that a pan has to come off the burn-
er, and he can tell his team what to do without losing a single beat.
He's been a fixture in many of Boston’s top kitchens. Now he’s due a
big hit with Sorellina. My guess is he's got it. @



