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Last evening I went to dinner at Toscano’s on Beacon Hill after a recent renovation changed it from a brick walled storefront to a restaurant with some elegance and certainly with the customer in mind.  I loved the graduated handicap access ramp available to all of us that brought us right to the middle of the restaurant.

We were greeted with a smile and a welcome at the reception desk.  We explained that because of a mix up we were only four instead of six and instead of being berated; it was simply not a problem.  I asked for a quiet corner so I could enjoy the experience and we were led to one of the rooms in the back.  The new design is a cluster of several rooms separated by glass and wood walls so the view is open but the noise level is under some control.  Our table was adjacent to a pristine kitchen where we could see some of the preparation of our meal.  That does not intrigue me, but I think it pleases many people to see the crew in action.

The chairs were upholstered leather, the tables covered with white cloths and large enough for our group to be served comfortably.  The silver (stainless steel) was well designed with substantial handles.  The glassware is simple in design. The clean simple décor made for an attractive setting.
Our waiter managed to let us know his name was Alberto, without giving the impression he was one step short of pulling up a chair and telling us about his problems.  He and the other smart looking waiters (male and female) were dressed in IRONED “putty?” colored blouses and black trousers.  When we said that Boston water was fine; there was no attitude.  (Why, unless you want some sparkle, would anyone order bottled water in a city that has some of the best water in the world?)  He took our drink order and when he returned he offered to tell us about the specials.  He started by telling us there were a lot this evening, so we did pay attention.  They sounded wonderful.  

I suggested that we would want to relax, enjoy the drink and also peruse the menu.  The menu is impressive with first courses, soups, salads, pizzas, pastas, and meat and fish dishes with a final section on vegetable side dishes.  

For first courses we chose grilled vegetables, carpaccio of beef which came with shaved parmesan and caper berries, grilled calamari with a spicy mustard based sauce on the side and my own Assegi di Manzo.  The last was a platter of paper thin slices of mortadella, salami, prosciutto and a Danish type ham with arugula salad and an assortment of olives.  Our complaint was the size.  They were very generous portions and only the person with the carpaccio finished her dish.  Because of my upcoming main course, I chose not to finish the platter of meats.  Later as I thought of it, I realized that there was probably no more than 4 ounces of meats, but so thinly sliced that the flavor was enhanced more than if the slices had been thicker.  The arugula had no dressing and it was not until later in the evening did I realize that I could have drizzled some of the extra virgin olive oil from the cruet to dress it lightly.  

The main courses were equally generous with two of my companions having veal chops with black and white truffle pastes and served with mashed potatoes and braised Brussels Sprouts.  The chop was at least an inch thick and they had been generous with the truffle mixture.  Another diner had the Branzino, sautéed sea bass that looked delicious and received very positive comments.  I ordered a filet mignon special with truffle cream sauce.  Rich, Oh, Yes, but it was New Year’s and a festival.  My vegetable soup today will make up the difference.  The steak was cut from the head of the tenderloin and was truly quite large.  My companions did not finish their main courses and asked to take them home.  Toscano’s has taken this to heart, seriously.  Paper shopping bags were returned to them and inside there were black bottomed, hard plastic jewel boxes with the remains of their meal.   I finished my steak but did not the vegetables.  
Two of us had a glass of red wine and a third had a white wine.  Here the wine was served in a carafe and the glass was really two servings each.  The wines were good and complemented the foods nicely.

The dessert menu had no appeal for me, but then I am not big on desserts and since I had trouble finishing the steak felt it was unnecessary.  My companions however ordered a tiramisu, strawberries with Zabaglione and an apricot tart with ice cream to share.  This is where the restaurant needs work.  The tiramisu was stodgy.  The strawberries were disappointing.  They were not as ripe as they should have been and they chef had been stingy with the sauce. I never understand why restaurants insist on serving unripe fruits.  This is citrus season they could have served the zabaglione with orange and grapefruit segments for a much more interesting fruit offering, or served it with a caramel sauce, an Italian favorite.  Poached pears or even grilled pears would have been a better choice than strawberries.  The apricot tart was a disappointment.  It was made from Pasta Frolla, a pastry that should be crumbly and tender, and tough and dry.  The thin layer of apricot puree was topped with a scoop of ice cream.  

The bill was a pleasant surprise.  This meal was quite reasonable.  We had four drinks, four appetizers, four main courses, three desserts and three (really 6) glasses of wine for less than $100.00  a person.  Not only that we were wide open in our selections, but with different selections one can dine here more reasonably than many other restaurants in town.  
If I still lived on Charles Street, I could see this restaurant becoming my local hang out. A meal of a salad with pasta or pizza, or a first course or perhaps two and considering the portion size you would be well fed both in quantity and quality.  The wines by the glass we had were $10.00 and as I have stated above actually two glasses.  Needless to say they were delicious.  On my return trip I plan to order in that fashion rather selecting one of the most expensive main course specials.  

I liked the restaurant greatly, but would wish for some carpeting on the floor to soften the noise level and it would help if they turned off the “music”.  I think that in many restaurants the staff turns on the music while they are readying the dining room and no one bothers to turn it down when the guests arrive.  So the guests keep raise their voices and the room becomes too unpleasant.  The design of the rooms at Toscano keeps the noise in control, but it could be improved.  This elegant restaurant lacks pretension and provides fine service and very good food.  But why was the water pitcher an old beaten up aluminum pitcher that had been through the dishwasher too often and looked grungy? 

