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Oliveto 5655 College 
Ave., (510) 547-5356, 
www.oliveto.com. 
Oliveto’s place at the 
pinnacle of Bay Area 
Italian cooking remains 
essentially unchal-
lenged. Chef Paul 
Canales accepted the 
torch passed by former 
chef Paul Bertolli in 
2005 and is advanc-
ing without losing the 
essence of the restau-
rant. He coaxes the best 
out of ingredients such 
as Paine Farm pigeon, 
whether he grills the 
bird to buttery crisp-
ness or uses it to make 
a stuffing for delicate 
agnolotti (cresent-
shaped ravioli). 
Pasta here is always 
house-made, simple, 
and perfect. Service 
is totally professional, 
and you’ll want to mark 
your calendar so as not 
to miss the restaurant’s 
special theme dinners, 

which celebrate 
ingredients such as 
tomatoes, seafood, 
truffles, and the humble 
yet mighty hog. Oliveto 
is the place to splurge 
on a well-aged Italian 
red wine. Breakfast 
and dinner daily, lunch 
Mon.–Fri. 234$$$

Pizzaiolo 5008 
Telegraph Ave., (510) 
652-4888, www.
pizzaiolo.us. The 
minimalist menu at this 
Temescal district hot 
spot changes daily, but 
expect to savor bucatini 
with pork ragout, oven-
roasted Monterey squid 
with aioli, Bellwether 
Farms sheep’s milk 
ricotta with prosciutto, 
or a salad of toma al 
tartufo cheese with 
arugula and hazelnuts. 
Pizzas are thin-crusted, 
blistered beauties 
ranging from the classic 
Margherita to specials 
topped with house-
made sausage or a salt-
cod puree with capers. 
The daily special is 

often a succulent dish 
such as rosé-braised 
beef short ribs with 
salsa verde. Desserts 
are simple: panna cotta, 
affogato (vanilla ice 
cream “drowned” in 
a shot of espresso), or 
bowls of seasonal fruit. 
Chef-owner Charlie 
Hallowell, a former 
Chez Panisse cook and 
pizza-maker (pizzaiolo 
means pizza-maker), 
creates his pies in a 
traditional neapolitan 
style. The restored 
130-year-old Douglas 
fir floor and the bench 
seating at some of 
the tables lend the 
restaurant the feel of a 
classic osteria. Dinner 
Tues.–Sat. 1$$

Soi4 Bangkok 
Eatery 5421 College 
Ave., (510) 655-0889, 
www.soifour.com. This 
cool-cat sophisticate 
seems to be losing 
its edge and making 
avoidable mistakes, 
such as serving weary 
mesclun greens and 
tough meat. The place 
still looks the part of a 
hipster hangout, with 
its airy, high-ceilinged 
dining room and sparse 
touches of jungle 
vegetation. And some 
dishes on its extensive, 
varied menu are well 
worth a try. Any of the 
nine types of satay 
will do you: chicken, 
prawn, portobello, 
pork, scallop, eggplant, 
lamb, calamari, or sea 
bass. The stir-fried 
tiger prawns are also 
a knockout, their 
succulence accentuated 
by a complex accompa-
niment of spices. The 
wine list is interesting, 

especially for an Asian 
restaurant; selections 
range from Riesling 
Auslese to a Cakebread 
2002 Cabernet. Lunch 
Mon.–Fri, dinner 
Mon.–Sat. 2$$

Soizic Bistro 300 
Broadway, (510) 251-
8100, www.soizicbistro.
com. Soizic Bistro, on 
the corner of Third 
Street and Broadway, 
offers comfortable and 
well-prepared bistro 
classics, such as a 
rib-eye steak hand-
somely topped with a 
cube of nut-crusted 
Stilton. More than 
one-third of the dishes 
on the menu are salads, 
including four dinner 
salads, three topped 
with chicken or duck. 
The first-course endive 
salad is a suave mix 
of Gorgonzola, spiced 
walnuts, and impec-
cably fresh greens. 
Mussels, another bistro 
staple, were served 
shell-less in a fennel 
broth with potatoes, 

while the cheese and 
shiitake mushroom 
ravioli of the day came 
in a vegetable broth, 
sprinkled with grilled 
white corn. It’s all 
luxurious, easy-to-eat 
food that’s great for a 
long dinner with a good 
friend. The warm dining 
room has an impro-
vised, arty quality that 
is not without charm. 
Lunch Tues.–Fri., 
dinner Tues.–Sun. 
24$$

Tamarindo Antojeria 
Mexicana 468 Eighth 
St., (510) 444-1944, 
www.tamarindoantoje 
ria.com. The Dominguez 
family opened this 
upscale Mexican eatery 
in Old Oakland in the 
summer of 2005, and 
it’s been packed ever 
since. The restaurant 
specializes in antojitos 
(pronounced ahn-tow-
HEE-toes)—small, 
powerfully flavor-
ful snacks meant to 
satisfy cravings (the 
verb antojar means to 
crave). Don’t miss the 
crispy, golden tacos de 
camarón—filled with 
plump prawns, roasted 
chilies, and cool shreds 
of lettuce—or the 
mulitas, two supple 
corn tortillas stuffed 
with pink, juicy Niman 
Ranch steak, guaca-
mole, and salsa fresca. 
The menu includes 
chiles toreados, an 
impressive array of 
grilled chilies, includ-
ing a lone, tear-induc-
ingly hot habanero that 
will satisfy even the 
hard-core heat lover. 
Luckily, cooling house-
made sangria and aguas 
frescas are on hand, 
and you can finish your 
meal with the sooth-
ing, silky coconut flan. 
Lunch Tues.–Fri., 
dinner Tues.–Sat., 
brunch Sat. 13$$
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A Wonder-ful Caterer
When Stevie Wonder came to town late last summer on his first tour in 10 

years, concert organizers were looking for a caterer. Patricia Griffith’s name came up. 

Before she knew it, Griffith, whose company is called Southern Oven, was feeding the 

legendary artist and his crew at the Sleep Train Pavilion in Concord.

“I rank the experience up there with giving birth to my daughter,” says Griffith, a 

bubbly woman prone to bursts of dancing in the kitchen. “It was a very spiritual, religious 

moment for me. It was magical. Stevie Wonder was like the walking messiah that night.”

Griffith’s backstage menu was a Southern extravaganza that included everything 

from a lightly spicy gumbo, to golden fried chicken, to tender sliced tri-tip of beef with an herbaceous pot liquor gravy, to rich 

macaroni and cheese. And Texas chocolate cake and lemon chess pie for dessert.

Southern Oven’s food was a hit with Wonder, who specifically requested that Live Nation, the show’s promoter, work with a local 

minority caterer. Griffith had worked with Live Nation before at the Brian McKnight concert at Oakland’s Paramount Theatre. “I would 

have to say that I think Stevie liked the food,” says Griffith, who served similar fare at her Walnut Creek restaurant, which she closed in 

2005 to start her catering business. Wonder normally requests grilled chicken breast and Diet Coke, but after sampling Griffith’s food 

before the show—at the insistence of crew members who had enjoyed their preshow meal—Wonder put in a special request for a 

fried chicken dinner after the show. Griffith obliged, arranging a fresh batch of fried chicken to send Wonder on his way. 

This holiday season, Griffith is available for catering, and local grocery stores will be selling her line of baked goods, which retail 

under the Southern Oven label. The offerings include monkey bread, yeasted pull-apart rolls that are perfect with holiday meals, and 

desserts such as a rum-raisin bread pudding made from the monkey bread, caramel pecan pie, red velvet cake, and sweet potato pie.

Southern Oven, (925) 706-7037, www.southernoven.com. You can find Southern Oven products at Whole Foods, Susan Foord 

Catering and Diablo Foods in Lafayette, and Andronico’s.  —Kathryn Jessup


