History and Strategies for Development – 
An Overview of Noto’s
The opening of Noto’s Old World Italian Dining on February 4, 1997, was a fulfillment of John A. Noto’s dream.  What began as a video arcade and hot dog stand on Lake Michigan Drive has become one of the finest Old World Italian Restaurant in West Michigan with national and international recognition.  In 1979, Noto’s opened our first business venture, Video Electronics, which became Video Grand Stand two years later.  Candy and hot dogs were the main menu items, expanding to pizza in 1984.
After the annual Noto Family Christmas Party in 1985, the immediate Noto family discussed turning the video game operation into a full service Italian restaurant.  The following morning, January 7, 1985, John A. Noto passed away unexpectedly.  From that day on, the Noto family has had an inextinguishable desire to carry out his dream.

The following two years the family worked to develop the standards for the type of restaurant we wanted and in November 1986, the Johnny Noto’s Italian Ristorante was completed.  The summers of 1985 & 1986 consisted of developing name recognition and marketing strategies by operation a vending cart on Monroe Mall where the family made and sold Sausage, Meatball, Philadelphia Beef, and Ultimate Italiano Subs along with our own home brewed Ice Tea and Lemonade.  The original Johnny Noto’s in Standale was in need of changing seven variances and waiting one year inorder to obtain a purchased liquor license.

In 1990, Johnny Noto’s Pizzeria opened in Kentwood and was relocated near Kentwood High School in 1992 and operated until 1995 when Rite Aide purchased the land which gave us the opportunity to fully develop our next major task of designing Johnny Noto’s Villa Classica in Cascade, Michigan. 

In 1993 we purchased the property that is now Noto’s Old World Italian Dining at 6600 28th Street in Cascade Township.  With Noto’s we have taken the Italian restaurant a step further toward authenticity, hoping to set the pace for Italian dining in Grand Rapids.  After numerous trips to Italy and the large dining restaurants in New York and Chicago, we decided to focus on what we call “Old World Italian Dining”, with gourmet Italian cuisine, an extensive Italian wine list, the best spirits and outstanding pastries.  

To really describe Old World dining, you have to imagine yourself in old Italy.  That is what we are trying to provide – old family recipes, homemade breads and sauces, and desserts, just like they do in Italy.  Even with elegant surroundings, we want our customer to feel as comfortable as they would be in Mama’s kitchen.  We treat the guests like royalty yet serve them as friends.

With the products and services, we provide, and the staff we have employed, the Noto family knows that we will be the finest Italian Restaurant and Banquet/Meeting Facility.

Noto’s Old World Italian Dining opened on February 4, 1997 after being relocated from Lake Michigan Drive, where it started in November 1986.   Johnny Noto’s Italian Ristorante was changed to Noto’s for simplicity and took the fine dining world by storm.  In addition to our regular dining room and lounge areas, we have a private dining room for small parties and a larger banquet room that can handle up to 400 guests.  Mary, Tony, Tom and Joann Noto all take a hand in the everyday running of the restaurant and banquet rooms.  The next stage in growth is presently taking place.  With the growth of Grand Rapids expected and the Devos Place Convention Center setting the pace, being approximately one mile from the Gerald Ford International Airport and with approximately 34 hotels within a three mile radius we envisioned a need for off-site event opportunities and a place where visitors would make a concerted effort to visit our restaurant/facility whenever they visited Grand Rapids or West Michigan.  Our new plan built is an additional 23,000 square feet including a lower level wine cellar, main floor including additional seating and room for 200 sit down guests – ( 600 total for large events) and upstairs that includes two circular steel erected stair cases with marble steps for banquet and meeting events for up to 200 guests.  The entire facility is able to host events for 1,200 guests at one time.  We must note that in many cases our additional space will provide also a variety of settings including a significant tower with a car port that provides meeting space for 50 – 70 attendees.  The entrance includes significant space for guest and visitor arrivals.  The outside facility includes a café for seating up to 25, two official size outdoor Bocce Courts that are used for occasions including the annual July through second Monday in August Challenge Bocce league and last Monday Tournament sponsored with the assistance of Sons of Italy and Kentwood Recreation Therapeutic Department.  It is great that our community has the Frederik Meijer Gardens but on a much smaller scale our Noto Herb Garden relocated to the Northeast corner area of the facility partly motivated by the international attraction the World Premier in Grand Rapids, “Uncle Nino”.  

Governance and Personal Biographies  

Mary C. Noto (Momma Noto)

Born and raised in Detroit, Michigan

Married John A. Noto – October 22, 1955

Nonna (Gramma) of Valentina, Gabriella, and Nicoletta Noto

Self-Employed – Present

It is through Momma Noto’s strength and determination that we continue to evolve into a world class facility.  We had so many friends growing up because our parents were great cooks.  She continues to greet guests and provide the value of family to everyone at Noto’s and beyond!

Vita Joann Noto

Graduated from Grand Rapids Catholic Central – 1979

Graduated from Central Michigan with Bachelor of Science in Journalism – 1982

Self-Employed – Present

As well as heading up the banquet/catering side of Noto’s, Joann has been working steadily over the past several years to make the Noto’s wine list as diverse as it is easy to order from.  Anyone from the amateur wine lover to the professional wine connoisseur can find something on this all-Italian list that they will love.  She has traveled to Italy to meet some of the wine makers personally and bring a part of their heritage back with her.  Noto’s has also been involved with several charity wine dinners, including the Fall and Spring Wine Fests that have helped such places as the Ronald McDonald House along with the DeVos Children’s Hospital, Conductive Learning Center, and Life Guidance.  We look forward to partnering with other local charities for worthy causes.

Guy Thomas Noto

Graduated from Grand Rapids Catholic Central 1976

Graduated from Grand Rapids Community College with Associates in Restaurant Management - 1978

Graduated from Ferris State University with Bachelor of Science in Hospitality Management – 1981

Self-Employed – Present

Tom has been instrumental in operations along with integrating his vision for continually setting the pace for a unique facility and dining experience.  His expertise includes hospitality and culinary arts along with a strong understanding of facilities management and operations.

Anthony (Tony) John Noto and other Family History

· Graduated from Grand Rapids Catholic Central in 1974. 

· Graduated from Ferris State in 1979. Dual Major:  Community Education and Recreation Director and Distributive Education - He was on the Ferris Baseball team for four years. 

· Began teaching at East Kentwood High School immediately after college and has been there since 1979. 

· He has coached football and wrestling at Kentwood. 

· 1980 Tony and his family began a Video Arcade Business. 

· 1982 The business grew and they began making pizzas at the Lake Michigan Drive location. 

· 1986 One year after Tony’s father, John passed away, they opened Johnny Noto's Italian Ristorante. 

· February 4, 1997 They opened Noto's Old World Italian Dining with banquet rooms for up to 400 people. 

· Tony married Santina Licari in 1989. They now have three daughters: Valentina, Gabriella and Nicoletta. Tony boasts that all three girls have the following in common: 1. Their names are each nine letters long. 2. They all end in the letter “A”. 3. Tony has NEVER had any students by those names. 

· 1989 Sons and Daughters of Italy in America Family of the Year Award. 

· 1998 The Order of Sons of Italy in America  “Adriano Olivetti Award” for Business Excellence.

· 1998 Sons and Daughters of Italy in America Volunteer of the Year Award  

· SOI Festival Bocce Chairperson since 1982. 

· Works with Kentwood Recreation and other groups with physically and mentally challenged individuals in summer long practices in preparing for the “Challenged Bocce Tournament”. 

· Has worked with the Recreation Department for the “Golden Games” for the Senior Olympics in Bocce.  

· On April 14, 1999 Tony was honored as EDUCATOR OF THE YEAR for Celebrate Children Partners of Public Education. Five  years ago, Tony was appointed the School-to-Careers coordinator for Kentwood Public Schools. Although the title did not become official until the spring of 1997, he unofficially held that position for many years. The following are his accomplishments: 

· Organized and supervised job-site visits for ALL middle school and high school staff members. Conducted pre-visit workshops and post-visit debriefs in coordination with the Experience Exchange. Over 200 teachers and administrators took part in these visitations. 

· Established a Career Internship program at East Kentwood High School including a highly developed curriculum. 

· Organized job shadows and mentorships for all students who wish to participate. 

· Joined the Guidance Department and established connections between Guidance and School-to-Careers. 

· Organized and facilitated a career fair as part of the ninth grade experience. 

· Worked with the Business and Technology Departments to establish an apprenticeship program and several certification programs. 

· Has made many presentations to business and industry partners, parents, students and staff members as well as being a part of the Freshman Focus to Senior Experience Presentation Teams at the annual Governor’s Conference for Tech Prep for the past four consecutive years.

· Put together a Kentwood Experience Exchange Tool-Kit and an Internship Handbook along with coordinating the development of School to Career Web-Site that will provide future direction to students for career decision making.

· Worked with our Community Volunteer program to coordinate service learning and volunteer programs and to develop marketing tools. 

· Established a School-to-Careers On-Line Resource Center in the main wing of the high school. 

· Initiated integration of School-to-Careers into each department as a significant part of core curriculum content and standards. 

· Rotary Member of Kentwood since 2002  - Kentwood Centennial President – 2004 - 2005

· Score (Service Corps of Retired Executives) Volunteer since 2002 – inactive presently but still available for assistance.

* The Noto’s have developed from a vending cart, to a store front, and into a 17,546 square foot fine dining and banquet facility.  Most recent addition included 23,000 square feet.  Noto’s is like a hotel without rooms.

* They have always prepared food from scratch and have attained a reputation of creating dishes that are of highest quality consisting of the finest ingredients.

* Presentation of each dish along with the ambiance that provides for intimate as well as professional experiences has been put in place intentionally. 

* The added an additional 23,000 square feet to include the most unique type of dining to be found.

This addition was completed February 2005.

· Wine Cellar – opened February 4, 2006 – Nine years to the day from original opening!

· The Noto’s have developed a reputation of serving quality food consistently in both dining and banquet experiences as well as formerly being caterers for The Frederik Meijer Gardens, The VanAndel Museum Center in the past, and Saint Cecelia’s .

· The Noto’s have a professional kitchen consisting of a team of executive chefs including a pastry chef.  

· There is very little turnover as the Noto’s are also involved with providing family recipes where there has always been family involvement since the beginning in 1984.  

· New employees in the kitchen are given an evaluation of their skills with a chef’s magic box that includes ingredients and accessories necessary to prepare unique dishes that display nutritional, artistic, and economical value necessary to meet the high standards set by all those who have successfully been added to the team where everyone is continually learning to become the very best.

The reason for little turnover and the growth of their business is because everyone truly is treated like family.  The employees are treated with respect and are included with the vision that allows a business to grow in a questionable or uncertain economy.  They simply trust that the Noto’s are truly interested in every employee whether they are long term or simply fulfilling a job while they continue their education.  The Noto’s employee approximately 15 full-time and 60 part-time.  The additional space has allowed us to provide five more full-time and and additional 20 part-time employees.

Both front and back of the restaurant and banquet facility employees receive continued education through regular meetings, invitations to beverage distributors tasting and education sessions.  Each night servers are given an informative explanation of the daily features along with any other current events.  The staff appears to exceptionally knowledgeable and given the fact that the Noto’s have just received a Wine Spectator Award signifies the very high standards.   

· Food and Labor costs along with other important benchmarks are regularly monitored to exhibit acceptable standards.

· The Noto’s Executive Team regularly meet every Tuesday afternoon to discuss schedule, benchmark goals, scheduled activities, and any other business matters that need to be addressed.  

· The Noto’s Team has developed several cooking classes such as how to prepare quality appetizers, fish, soups, pasta, sauces, and desserts.  

· Motivational and Educational Presentations have also been developed such as “The Art of Fine Dining and Doing Business”.  

· The Noto’s truly believe that the reason for their two ton granite sign that displays the family name symbolizes stability.  Tony often states, “It’s our tomb stone we aren’t going anywhere”.  

· The family has committed to this community but still attracts guests visiting or doing business from other countries regularly.  

· When people visit Grand Rapids they want to experience Noto’s.  Another of the Noto’s philosophies is that you only have one chance for a good first impression and only one for a good last impression.  

· They make certain that every guest is taken care of with the very best service and dining experience.  

· Regularly scheduled meetings with accountants, finance, and legal professionals have consistently provided the best of decision-making.  

· Recently, the Noto’s have embarked upon their dream of completing the necessary addition to meet the demands of the new convention center and the vision for future growth to the West Michigan Area.  

· Also regular meetings with architect, contractors, and distributors also aid the Noto’s in creating the very best facility to cater to their guests.

· It is widely known that the Noto standards are very high in that food and beverage distributors work very closely in making certain that quality of products are the very best.

· The Noto’s continue to work to differentiate themselves and learn to compete in a positive manner.  

· They work hard at developing industry standards and also participate with other local successful restaurants with numerous community benefits where owners and employees share their pride.

Community Involvement, Governance and Past Recognition

The Noto’s have consistently participated in many community events.  Some examples include:  Festa Italiana, Hospice of Grand Rapids and St. Cecelia Music Society, Holland Arts Festival, Indian Trails Camp, Grand Valley State University Men’s Basketball Team, Donations to numerous Religious Organizations and Schools, Heart Healthful Menu, DeVos Children’s Hospital, The Ronald McDonald House, Grand Rapids Community College and Hospitality Program, Numerous School Groups planning for educational trips abroad, Wheelchair Sports, Kentwood Therapeutic Recreation Program, Comprehensive Therapy Services and many more.

· One example of a community service that Noto’s are particularly proud of is the annual 1st Monday Evening in July where the Kentwood Therapeutic Recreation members consisting of young and older challenged participants learn to play Bocce (an Italian Game) from 6:00 pm until 7:00 pm and then followed by a family dinner usually in the out door café.

* The Noto’s have received numerous awards.  Some that come to mind are:

1987 A- rating from Pete and Tuti of the Grand Rapids Press 

1988 Dining Award from the Grand Rapids Magazine

1989 Honorable Mention at the Chocolate Lover’s Festival

          Family of the Year – Sons and Daughters of Italy in America

1990 Dining Award from the Grand Rapids Magazine

          Second Place at the Chocolate Lover’s Festival

1991 Sanitation Award from the Kent County Health Department

1992 Third Place at the Chocolate Lover’s Festival

          Sanitation Award from the Kent County Health Department

1993 First Place at the Chocolate Lover’s Festival

1994 Sanitation Award from the Kent County Health Department

1996 Taster’s Guild International Restaurant of the Year

1997 Italian American of the Year to Joann Noto from the Sons and Daughters of Italy

1998 The Adriano Olivetti Award for Business Excellence to the Noto Family

1999  Volunteer of the Year Tony Noto from the Sons and Daughters of Italy

1999 Partners in Education Educator of the Year to Tony Noto

1999 – 2004 YMCA Best Dessert Award – Galen Beverly

2003 Most Recognized Chef – Oliver Hale

2003 Nominated for Chef of the Year – Darin Wilbur

2003 Wine Spectator Award of Excellence – An International Award

2004 Wine Spectator Award of Excellence – An International Award

2005 Wine Spectator Award of Excellence – An International Award

2006 Best of Wine Spectator Award of Excellence – An International Award

2006 American Culinary Federation Noto Family Recognition – Grimod De La Reyniere – Award for Meritorious Service

2006 American Culinary Federation – Chef of the Year – Darin Wilbur

2007 American Culinary Federation – Professional Chef of the Year – Darin Wilbur

2007 Ethnic Restaurant of the Year Award of Excellence – Grand Rapids Magazine

2007 Best of Wine Spectator Award of Excellence – An International Award

Governance

It was through SCORE Organization that the Noto’s began developing their business plan and with Tony’s continued involvement as a volunteer of that volunteer organization we look to create an advisory group of frequent professional guests in the immediate future.

What is most unique about Noto’s is its Executive Chef Team – Each member share their experiences with pride and passion in order to make this particular family business the very best that it can be!

· The Noto family and their Team has regularly provided opportunities for students to job shadow, intern and also be mentors.  Elementary (4th Grade) Educational Tours as well.

· Organizations involved include Junior Achievement, the Chamber of Commerce, along with numerous schools.  

· The Noto’s have been involved with a business organization called DECA which has recently held district event at Ferris State University.  

· Tony Noto who completed a career of 25 years in 2004 with Kentwood Public Schools as their School-to-Career Coordinator and Career and Technical Education Director (Past Marketing and DECA Advisor) assists in running the Full-Service Event where brother Tom has regularly volunteered to judge this event.  

· The Noto’s have hosted several Internship Dessert Events that have included many students, parents, sponsors, community leaders and school officials.  

· The Noto team has also been guest speakers at numerous school and community events.

· Tony Noto was Centennial President for the Kentwood Rotary and also provides volunteer time with the SCORE organization to mainly assist folks that have an interest in wanting to venture into the food and hospitality industry.  

· Tom Noto participates as a board member for the Grand Rapids Community College Culinary Program as well as with Goodwill.  

· Joann Noto participates with the Cascade Business Association and Alliance of Women Entrepreneurs. 

· Tony and Joann both participate and have developed local business network groups that meet regularly every Wednesday from 7:30 am. – 9:00 am.  Check out www.leadsgroup2.com.

