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THE BROTHERS
BEHIND CRAVE
ARE FAST
BECOMING THE
DOMINANT
FORCE ON THE
TWIN CITIES
RESTAURANT
SCENE.

BY ADAM PLATT

// PHOTOS BY
STEPHANIE COLGAN
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BY VIRTUALLY ANY MEASURE,
the restaurant company with
the most mojo right now is
Kaskaid Hospitality, operator of
Crave, Uptown'’s Urban Eatery,
and the new Sopranos at the
‘West End. Crave debuted just
four years ago, but in that short
time Kaskaid has demonstrated
a bloodless mastery of the res-
taurant business rarely seen in
these parts.

Notcontent to merely replicate
a successful formula, Kaskaid is
making a credible play for the
foodie market while birthing an
ambitious new Italian concept
and reinventing another restau-
rant. Considering most serious
students of the local food scene
waved Crave off as an unexeit-
ing formula restaurant not long
after it opened in the Galleria, the
transformation, in the course of a
year, is compelling stuff.

Crave's partners are brothers
Kam and Keyvan Talebi, who
have along history in the Twin
Cities business community but
are little known even today in the

restaurant world. Their approach
to the husiness contrasts with
the town’s ather big operators in
that they are, first and foremost,
businessmen. There is little trace
of the ego and edge that makes
chronicling companies such as
Parasole and D’Amico & Partners
so interesting.

They are low-profile but have
built several of the Twin Cities’
top-grossing restaurants. Crave at
Galleria was a hit from day one,
and its expansion this summer to
downtown Minneapolis will rep-
resent a break from its formula of
mall outposts,

Insiders were shocked when
much-awarded local chef JP
Samuelson departed Solera in
December for Kaskaid's Sopranos
Italian Kitchen, which was to
debut in late March. Samuelson
is a food-driven chef through
and through. “T did my research,”
he says. “People say great things
about Keyvan and Kam. They are
very involved, without micro-
managing They are open to ideas.
They listen to you.”
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‘THE CRAVE FORMULA!

THE TALEBI BROTHERS are not
deeply known inthe Twin Cities
restaurant universe, even though they
eame to it at a relatively early stage of
theircareers. Kam, 42, is the strate-
gic driver of the company, a business
prodigy who graduated from
school at 16, Keyvan, 38, the consum-
mate little brother, focuses on opera-
tions. (“Everybody loves him,” one
employee said, unprompted.) Keyvan
(he interchangeably goes by “Kevin®
and “Keyvan”) is more prominent

on the social scene, appearing in this
magazine’s Home Tours issue three
years ago from his penthouse canda at
The Carlyle.

The Talebis were born inTran and
moved to the United States as chil-
dren, arriving in early 1979 to seek
medical treatment at Mayo Clinic

for their mother, Shahnaz, who was
suffering from what had been diag-
nosed as terminal cancer, Their father,
Karim, owned a home in Fort Collins,
Colorado, where they originally set-
tled, but commuting between Colorado
and Rochester became too onerous and
the family moved to Burnsville.

“0Our mother returned to health and
is an inspiration to us,” Keyvan says.
“And our father is a pillar. He gave
everything to his family” An energy
executive in Tran, he did not return
after the overthrow of the Shah and
lostall the family had. “He gave up
his wealth, his career) Kam explains,
Karim became an assembler for
Conerol D

The boys were thrown in public
school knowing no English during the
penk of the hostage crisis with Iran, at
ages 6 and 9, respectively. “It was very
tough;” says Keyvan, but they clearly
prospered.

Kam attended St. Olafand received a
business degree from the University of
Minnesota. He then became immersed
in corporate America, working for

LOCATIONS:

3 CUSTOMER:
Malls and other |

Primarily 25-50,
female-centric,
with disposable
incorme, looking
for camfort

high-traffic
primarily
suburban spots

& Control Data spinoff and Sylvain
Learning Centers’ testing division,
Prometric, He later founded a tech

company, iC om, which

“Restaurants have low barriers to
entry but are incredibly complicated,
explains Kam. “It requires many
disciplines, and you have to hit on all

he sold to Microsoft,

Keyvan was a prominent prep tennis
player and ultimately attended the
Ul of M. He is one of the founders of
reyamp! SalonSpa.

The brothers’ introduction to hospi-
tality came as investors in the start-up
of Bellanote, as minority partners with
David Koch, “They were business deals:
structure the investment, hire a general
manager,” recalls Kan, “David became
the face of the business. At the end
of the day it wasn't what we wanted,
philosophically.

“But we liked service and hospitality.
We wanted to do something ourselves.”
The brothers attribute their quick
sticcess with Crave to previous career

stops, inside and outside the biz.

cylinders. That's why so many fail. Tn
Ty opinion, to succeed long term in
the business you need lots of exper-
tise; and we had experience in various
disciplines”

When Galleria president Waryen
Beck selected Crave ta take over the
shuttered Sidney’s space at Galleria
in mid-2006, it was unexpected. The
‘Ialebis had several competitors for
the space, including Parasole (which
already operated Good Earth there)
and were not viewed as likely winners.

“I told Warren you're getting a
business guy,” Kam recalls, “a guy that
Inows how to build, who has a track
record. We're a different breed.”

“They were very credible” Beck
remembers. “Their business intelligence

FoOD: BUILDOUT
Variety, OST:
something —  $13-518
for everyone, million

sushiis
Integral

REVENUES: INVESTORS:
$4-gsmillion- | Own capital, ‘B
plusper  —— smallgroup Z
festaurant of Investors, MomslLandscaping.com
privately held
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“Restaurants are
the only business
where you take
an order and
deliver il in
20 minules
with high
[customer]
expectations—
and do it
1,000 times a
night.”

—Kam Tafebi
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was excellent; their plan was solid.”

The Crave concept in a nutshell was
this; “Vibrant, chic, upscale casual,” Kam
explains. "We saw the economy soften-
ing. Fine dining was becoming a dinosaur;
there was a shift in spending. Crave is an
approachable, value-driven, suburban
concept geared to female diners. We wanted
suburban; we wanted a mall location, We
didn’t have a name, but Warren liked what
we wanted to do. He was wary of sushi, but
e said we'd do it right,”

“There was really no sushi in Edina at
that point,” Keyvan adds.

The first location’s Shea design was
comfortable but derivative—slate, fireplaces,
ete, The greatest-hits menu of pizza, pasta,
salads, and proteins showed up all over
town. Crave was Sidney's for the Atkins
generation, but for the sushi—a scemingly
incongruous ethnic food that the brothers
rightly had observed go mainstream, Sushi
was breaking through largely with women,
who liked its lightness and modest portions.
It proved to be Crave's masterstroke,

Crave opened with 220 seats, “We were
suceessful, but small” says Kam, “We had

confidence we had something, but wag it
bulletpraaf?” There was one way to find
out—to stand point blank at the end of a gun.

“We got a call from Mall of America,”
Keyvan recalls.

M) locations are double-edged swords.
They bring traffic and often an all-day
stream of diners, but malls are among the
priciest real estate, Kam wanted Crave to
bea mall restaurant. “Look at the most
successful restaurants out there—P.F,
Chang's, Cheesecake Factory, Maggiano’s—
they are mall restaurants.

“MOA wasn't an easy decision,” Kam
recalls, “but it was a well-calculared risk.

The third Hoor space has its anxieties, but
California Café thrived there for many years”
The Crave formula proved its mettle, growing
ata faster trajectory at MOA than at Galleria,
even with more than 400 seats, making it one
of the larger restaurants in town.

1f MOA was a calculated risk, Crave West
End, which apened in late 2009, looked like
a wild-eyed roll of the dice, debuting at the
bottom of a recession in a near-empty life-
style center, There were snickers and smirks
among Crave’s competitors who knew the

“hack story.

Reportedly, Crave was to be the third
restaurant at West End after Brio, a national
Ttalian concept, and an eatery from Dean
ylahos, who later opened BLVD Kitchen in
Minnetonka, Neither opened at West End,
lut rather than walk away as well, Crave
doubled down and took the more prominent
Brio site,

“We like the west burbs,” Keyvan notes.
“We knew it was going to come at West End."

“That market was underserved,” Kam
explains. “The West suburbs still are under-
restauranted for the demographics” He
describes Crave West End, at 385 seats, as
wguecessful From day ane. T can't say West

Design is a partnership between Cameron
Design and Shea, “They knaw our style” says
Keyvan, “Every single finish is hand-picked”

The decision to grow out-of-market was
inevitable. The Twin Cities can only support
so many Craves. “We're looking at strate-
gic, disciplined growth,” says Kam. “The
secret sauce ix: Is it in line with our demo-
graphic and audience? We knew this was a.
Midwestern concept—we looked in Chicago,
KC, Indy, but we like the site in Omaha best.
We feel Florida is a good fit. We want to
prove itin different parts of the country.
The Northeast is next."

What's the endgame? Spinoff and sell as
Parasole did with Buca and Oceanaire? Kam
is ittal. “I've built a lot of busi-

End inced me we're 2 i res-
taurant, but the site lends itself to pushing
the envelope

West End began a period of breakneck
growth and marked an upgrading of the
company’s ambitions. Locations in Omaha
and Orlando opened in early-to-mid 2010,
Coral Gables (Miami) opens later this year.
‘With each opening, Crave becomes a bit more
stylish and ambitious. There are wine tow-
ers, huge expanses of copper, sleel fabrics.

nesses . ., the goal is to continue to build
When the passion runs out, then we'll think
about alternatives.”

Crave's decision to move into and blow
up (via & rooftop deck) the Palomina space
in downtown Minneapolis is a sea change.
The location has many assets, but down-
town is the antithesis of a mall. Downtown
restaurants are largely destination restau-
rants. “We understand that,” Kam notes, “so

“It’s important
to shew your
Jace and let
your employees
and customers
know you care.
Lry to make e
conneclion
with them
every day.”
—Keyvan Talebi
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“I was nothing

but a foodi
Tam very
wncomfortable

in a Cheesecake
Factory. I got
hate mail when
1 came over ta
this company,
but Kam and
Keyvan wani

there will be slightly higher finishes, richer
fabrics; it will feel edgier. It will be a multi-
million-dollar build-out. There will be some
overlap with our suburban customers, but

Those new anes may be looking for an

upgraded food experience. One you might
assume was not available at Crave—with its
focus on safe harbor dishes and mainstream
sushi for suburban mall customers. You
might be mistaken,

Inearly 2010 Crave hired Jim Kyndberg,
who had closed his foedie temple, Bayport
Cookery, the previous year. Kyndberg was
planning to start a food truck when a mutual
acquaintance introduced him to Kam Talebi.
1 don't know what Td do with a guy like you,
Kam told me;” Kyndberg recalls. * ‘Can you see
yourselfworking here?'” He could and did

“Jim and JP are here for deliberate rea-
sons,” Kam explains, “We wanted to create

a different type of dining experience, They
bring a ereative side that complements the
core of what we do”

Kyndberg does not cook at any of the
Craves, but he evaluates operations and
worles with their kitchen staffs on culinary

skills; he develops recipes in concert with
longtime executive chef Eli Wollenzien.
Kyndberg made his mark last September
with more than 50 recipe changes to the
Crave menu. “How we season meats, how
we make stocks . .. it was about elevating

sophisticated guys, and they eat outat nice
restaurants, They want to set themselves
apart from the competition”

Kyndberg is sourcing locally and buying
from family farms, but he has seen the lim-
its of what is possible, “We would destray
wast small local farms with our buying
nieeds. There isn't enough supply out there
to serve us.

“Crave is a machine, no doubt, but we
don't open many eans or Cryovac bags. 1
don't make my own veal stock, but we buy a
great one” He uses Atlantic salmon to illus-
trate the compromises in the format. “T'd
never use it at Bayport. [ know what good
salmon tastes like,” Kyndberg says, “But
we daon’t get complaints on our salmon. So
when I wanted to add wild Alaskan salmon
or BC salmon, at 25 to 40 percent more cost
... thatbattle I lost"

Kyndberg produces a monthly menu for

Emcee Julie Nelson

Saturday, May 7, 2001 at 5:30 p.m.

Celebrate 25 years
o Buililig fimes and fopie

Featuring the recurn of the “Habirini,” silenc auction, sumptuous

Local band, Belfast Cowboys

food standards, sometimes in subtle ways.
“I was nothing but a foodie,” Kyndberg
faisists. “1 am very uncomfortable in a
Cheesecake Factory. T got hate mail when
I came over to this company, but Kam and
Keyvan want respect from foodies. They are

the Crave Cares program, a special menu
whose proceeds support a different local
charity each month. It is the most foodie
aspect of the Crave operation and hews
closest to Kyndberg’s slow food ideals.
But it was Kam's iden.

CRAVING

:/ FEBRUARY 2007
~ Crave Galleria opens

APRIL 2009
# //1 Crave Mall of America

<~ NOVEMBER 2008
7 Crave West End

MARCH 2010
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MAY 2011
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SUMMER 2010
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(Miami)
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Mins ) dinner with live auction, and music by Belfasr Cowboys to keep
the fun going long into the night. Individual tickets are $140.

Register by April 20, 2011 at tehabitat.org/register.
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“I'm a city
guy, but for me
it’s a chance
o build
somelhi
get on
L]Ild ﬂDDr
of somethi
thal's

growing.”
-

“Crave Cares allows us to connect in the
community,” Kam explains. “We develop
the menu, promote the organization’s
cause, and deliver the proceeds. The menus
are a little edgier, outside our comfort zone,
but it's in line with what we are about: car-
ing about people, caring about our employ-
ees, doing good.”

Kyndberg's loeavore ethos notwithstand-
ing, the Talebis’ approach to values is
refreshingly old school. They talk not about
farmers, sustainability, or healing the earth,
but instead ahout creating a family atmo-
sphere as employers and with their cus-
tomers, Doing right within their immediate
circle before they save the world.

It’s nonetheless a tall, perhaps even naive,
order at a growing multi-unit, multi-state
operation, “It’s our upbringing; it's who we
are," says Keywn “We've been taught that;
Be

il

“If we're doing our jobs right,” explains
Kam, “hopefully that carries over to your
table” w

Food Forward: vrsaneatery Ann soprANOS

Ui Highway 100 In the old Ringo space at
West End Is the Talebis! bigger play, Sopranes,
an Italian steak house concept that Kam has
been gestaﬂngfwmzﬁme,mdeﬂslmw
m}?i}mudsmtubim s culinary sideim-
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contributors to
success because
he ran his own
restaurant.”
~Kam Talebi
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