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SICILIAN RENAISSANCE

Celestino Drago: Drago Centro, Los Angeles
Rigatoni Alla Norma: Pasta and Tomato-
Eggplant Sauce, With a Sicilian Red

hef Celestino Drago was born and

raised in Sicily, and his first years

cooking in Los Angeles were chal-
lenging. He simply could not get the raw
materials to cook as he had at home. By
1985, when he opened Celestino Beverly
Hills, a sweeping change had occurred:
“We could get grear ingredients. Wild
rocket, 40 varieties of basil. It was a great
success, and | built from there.”

Today he runs four restaurants, a bakery
that supplies his and other businesses, and
a catering business. Each offers a different
level of formality: Where 11 Pistaio serves
predominantly northern cuisine and Eno-
teca has a number of pizzas, downtown’s
Centro serves a pan-Italian menu in a mod-
ern room.

Wine has always figured prominently in
Drago's restaurants. Centro boasts a display
cellar with a list of 530 selections and 3,500
food and wine

bottles. “Italian cuisine-

together—is thousands of years old,” Drago
says. “You have to respect that above all.”
Wine was part of his Sicilian childhood,
too; his father made wine every year. And
though he does not offer [talian bottlings
exclusively, Drago does hold to one simple
matching rule: “Regional dishes are best
with regional wines."

The dish below, rigatoni alla Norma, has
deep routes in eastern Sicily. “Norma is an
old dish, from [the eastern Sicilian town of]
Catania,” Drago points out. “But if you go
to 10 different restaurants, you get 10 dif-
ferent Normas.” At its most basic, the dish
includes pasta with fried eggplant, tomato

can be baked, his

version is served straight from the stovetop.

and cheese. Though it

He lightens the dish, and leaves the fla-
vors more distinct than the traditional ver-
sion, which tends to have more sauce. The
flesh of the eggplant (Drago uses the
smaller Japanese versions because they are
less bitter) is pureed, and the skin slivered
and fried for a crisp topping. “If I made this
dish for my mother or father they'd say

‘C’'mon, what is this? It's good, burt it's not
Norma.”” he says. “But it’s still the classic
flavors. We don't want people to forget the
old dishes.”

Nor the old grapes. l}rilwl is bullish on

the state of Iralian wine at the moment.

“Barolo is great; Brunello is great; super Tus-
cans are great,” he starts, “but also look at
all these great wines thart are less expensive
and very interesting. It’s so exciting right
now. There are so many great quality wines
people are going
back to basics and finding these old vines."

He describes the Anrichi Vinai Etna
Rosso Petralava 2010 as “so good, Burgun-
dian style.” The blend of Nerello Mascalese
and Nerello Cappuccio has some tannins,

with different grapes

but is also a pretty foil for the tomato edge
in the dish.

The vineyards are in the vicinity of
Mount Etna, which is not far from Cata-
nia. Drago visits every year, partly to see
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