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50th anniversary celebration April 26.

A Golden Milestone

I1 Porto’s celebrates 50 years on King Street.

By JEANNE THEISMANN
CAZETTE PACKET

ine dining flourishes in Alexandria,

with an abundance of choices to

select from across the city. But the

restaurant business is fickle, with an
average lifespan of just five years and up to
90 percent of new ones failing within the
first year.

But one notable and impressive exception
is Il Porto Ristorante, a landmark Italian eat-
ery on King Street since it was first opened
in 1973 by local legend “Mr. Ray” Giovan-
noni. Now under the ownership of brothers
Akbar and Wali Zadran, II Porto is preparing
to celebrate its 50th anniversary with a spe-
cial throwback dinner on April 26.

“We are celebrating 50 years with a spe-
cial menu of dishes served 50 years ago at
50 percent off,” said Wali Zadran. “The eve-
ning will also feature live music including
a saxophone player, violinist and accordion
player. It will be a fun, casual evening and
reservations are open for everyone.”

The Zadran brothers originally hail from
Afghanistan, with Akbar emigrating to the
U.S. and being hired by Mr. Ray as a bar-
tender at Il Porto in 1982. He bought the
restaurant from Mr. Ray in 1990 and was
joined by his brother Wali in August of 2001,
just weeks before the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

“We've survived three down cycles,” Wali
said. “Business died out after 9/11. Then
came the 2008 crisis and most recently
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Il Porto Ristorante owner Akbar Zadran, left, poses for a photo with general manager Lou Fellah,
head waiter Jesus Perla, and brother and co-owner Wali Zadran in preparation for the upcoming
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Il Porto Ristorante has been a fixture on King Street since 1973

COVID. That was the worst. What kept us
alive was the loyalty of our patrons and
employees. I cannot thank my employees
enough for their dedication and hard work.
Some managers and even some busboys
have been here longer than I have been.”
Employee loyalty is another area where
Il Porto has defied the odds with the aver-
age tenure in the industry just under two
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months. General manager Lou Fellah has
worked at the restaurant since 1997, when
he began as a bartender. Head waiter Jesus
Perla joined the restaurant in 1998 and ex-
ecutive Chef Miguel Ferman first joined the
staff in 2006 before taking over in the kitch-
en in 2013.

Originally built over 200 years ago, the
historic building has its own history with the

11 Porto Ristorante owner Wali Zadran holds a newspaper article on the
planned opening of the restaurant in 1973.

I1 Porto Ristorante

121 King Street

Alexandria, VA 22314
703-836-8833.

www.ilportoristorante.com

original owner being a retired sea captain.
After his early demise, it became a house of
ill repute before that owner, Madame Le-
Cleaque, was shot by an angry customer and
she and her employees fled the building.

Over the years a butcher shop, artist’s stu-
dio, speakeasy and repair shop were located
on the premises before Mr. Ray restored the
building to its natural charm and opened Il
Porto. His first chef was the then-unknown
Franco Landini, who went on to open his
own restaurant just doors away with his
brother Piero in 1979.

“I used to think before I started coming
here that this was like a tourist trap,” said
Roger Parks, a longtime patron who first dis-
covered II Porto with his late wife Georgina
in the early 1970s. “Then I came in one day
and started watching them make the pasta
every single morning and saw just how com-
mitted everyone is to serving only the best
food. That's when I found out this is the
real deal.

Each dish at I Porto is made from
scratch, on premise, including the pasta, ev-
ery day. While its roots are traditional Italian,
in recent years there has been a transition to
modern cooking techniques as well as focus
on offering a wide selection of wines.

“The atmosphere is like a second home,
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The staff at Il Porto Ristorante in a 2022 holiday photo.

Il Porto Ristorante

From Pace 4

not a corporate business,”
said Wali. “The custom-
ers and employees are our
family.”

Wali, 48, and Akbar, 62,
are now co-owners of the
restaurant and can be seen
daily greeting customers,
including second genera-
tion customer Rick Lane.

“My father taught these
folks how to make an old
fashioned,” laughed Lane
on a recent visit. “But it is
really the friendly people
and good food at reason-
able prices that keeps me
coming back. There is no
other atmosphere like this
in Old Town.”

Akbar is especially grate-
ful for the loyalty of cus-
tomers like Lane and Parks.

“Only in America could
this be possible,” said Ak-
bar, who met his late wife
Marie at the restaurant.
“Even in Europe it’s very
hard for a business owner
to sign the business over to
a person who works for
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The back of the original 1973 menu at Il Porto Ristoran-
te featured founder “Mr. Ray” Giavanonni.

them at the borom. But 1 1€ CUSEOmMers and employees

in America it’'s possible.

Even Mr. Ray said, ‘son are our family. ”

you may go apply for a

loan but you will be dis-

appointed. Banks are not giving any loans.’
We were in a recession when we bought this
place. So Mr. Ray financed this for me. God
bless his soul.”

Information on the upcoming 50th anni-
versary celebration can be found on Il Por-
to’s website and Facebook page. Reserva-
tions can be made for the special throwback
wwW.CONNECTIONNEWSPAPERS.COM

— Il Porto Ristorante owner Wali Zadran

dinner priced at $39 per person online or by
calling 703-836-8833.

“I really love this country,” said Akbar,
who is never seen without sporting an Amer-
ican flag lapel pin. “And I love the country
of Afghanistan. But only in America could
a story like this happen. God Bless America
the beautiful.”
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