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WORDS Kimberley Burden

Family, FOOD anD Being tOgetheR iS the DRiving FORce 
BehinD the maKeRS OF icOnic yaRRa valley paSta. 

Pasta Masters

H
aving the privilege of sharing a sumptuous pasta lunch 
with the Colaneri family you would expect to come 
away with a full, satisfied belly but what comes as a 
surprise is to leave feeling truly inspired by the devotion 

to family. The Colaneris are the founders of Yarra Valley Pasta in 
Healesville and when we met at Lisa Colaneri’s Healesville home, 
it was instantly apparent that this is a tight-knit family. They move 
seamlessly around the kitchen. All intuitively helping each other 
cook pasta, pouring wine and serve bread, all the while chatting 
and laughing.

Patriarch of the family, Felix Colaneri is reserved when 
questioned about his background and how the Colaneris came 
to be in the Yarra Valley, but it is soon apparent, and after a bit of 
prompting he actually delights in recalling his history and telling 
the stories of his homeland.  

Felix left Frosolone in the Molise region of Italy, south of Rome 
in 1962 to settle in Australia. He found himself dissatisfied with 
living in suburban Melbourne and was struck by the contrast of 
life in Melbourne compared to his hometown. In Italy, the Colaneri 
family owned their property, there were no loans to pay and the 
land provided everything they needed.  
“Back home we had no money, but we owned our house. We 
owned about 10 blocks of land – little ones. We used to make 
wine; sometimes we would make up to 6,000 litres in a year. We 

used to grow wheat; Mama would make bread once a week. We 
used to grow maize to make polenta. We used to kill a pig.”

On a trip with friends to Maroondah Dam, Felix was amazed 
by the beauty of Healesville and dreamed of owning land in the 
Yarra Valley.

Four years later, he met Mary, fell in love and in 1968 they 
were married. Felix and Mary had two children, Anthony and Lisa 
and were living in Mulgrave when Felix saw an advertisement in 
the newspaper for 20 acres of land in Chum Creek. The property 
was advertised as a ‘walk-in walk-out’ sale, and it came with cows, 
chooks, pigs, ducks, farming machinery and everything on the 
land.

The next day Felix and Mary bought the property. Felix and 
Mary laughed as they remembered Mary being scared of the 
cows, having never lived in a rural area before. Mary said of 
that time, “I had to go and collect the eggs. It was good fun… I 
wouldn’t change it for anything.”

Felix was busy working as a concreter around the Valley 
and before long, Felix and Mary had another child, Michael, and 
had become truly entrenched in the Yarra Valley community. 
Michael said, “Mum was part of the auxiliary (for the hospital), Dad 
was known by just about everyone because of the concreting, 
they played tennis as well so they were very much (part of the 
community) and then that got passed onto us.”

“Back home we had no money, 
but we owned our house...We 
used to grow wheat; mama 

would make bread once a week. 
We used to grow maize to make 

polenta...”
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thiS page the gold medal winning egg 
spagettini. OppOSite page lisa, mary and 
michael together in lisa’s home kitchen. 
gnocchi being made at the factory.
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It was only when Anthony, Lisa and Michael were all in 
school that Mary began feeling restless. “It started when the 
kids were all grown. They were all going to school and here’s 
me just, you know, sitting around playing tennis three times a 
week, doing my garden and I thought to myself, there must be 
more that I can do.”

Mary recalled how in those days there was very little 
in Healesville – certainly not the thriving shopping strip 
populated with cafes, restaurants and gourmet produce 
stores found there today. “You would go out for lunch and you 
would get a salad sandwich and all there was was carrot in 
it… I used to think to myself, I could do better than this.”

Mary’s first thought was to start a sandwich shop but after 
a family discussion they realised the answer was obvious- 
pasta. Mary’s fresh home-made pasta was already much 
loved among the family and even friends who would come to 
visit and be sent home with a package of pasta.  

Lisa and Michael laughed about how pasta always hung 
on clothes racks in the house to dry and Michael retold how 
when as a child he would go and eat the raw pasta until he 
felt sick. 

Felix and Mary already owned a couple of shops on the 
Maroondah Highway in Healesville so the obvious choice 
was to use those shops as the home of Mary’s new venture. 
In 1995 renovations commenced and soon the shop was 
transformed into the home of Yarra Valley Pasta. With beautiful 
Baltic pine floorboards and painted bright yellow, Mary told 
how the shop was ahead of its time.

On opening day, Mary and Lisa worked all day chopping, 
stirring and cutting pasta and making sauces until, to their 
surprise, they were completely sold out. In the midst of their 
exhaustion after that first day, the realisation hit that they 
would have to come back the next day and do it all again!  

The company was proving to be a great success. At a 
time when the valley was ‘coming of age’ and transforming 
into a gourmet food and wine mecca, they were in the right 
place at the right time. Stocking good quality olive oil, cheese, 
breads and chocolates in the shop as well as Mary’s fresh 
cut ribbon pasta, lasagne, gnocchi and sauces, the shop was 
soon attracting customers working in nearby restaurants and 
wineries. “With the wineries coming in the Valley, I thought, 
there are all these people that know about good food… all 
those winery guys; they thought it was just fantastic. You were 
able to go somewhere close and buy a good bottle of olive 
oil, some cheese and some fresh pasta… it just snowballed,” 
said Mary.

At this point, the team were producing 40kg of pasta each 
day and this pasta was all made as lovingly as it would be 
made at home. Mary would arrive at the shop each morning 
at 6am to start cooking in order to keep up with the demand. 
Lisa and Michael spent time helping out in the shop and Felix 
had given up concreting to drive the delivery truck. 

Everyone is unanimous that one of the key principles in 
making their pasta is to not compromise on quality. This is 
not only about making outstanding pasta, but also about the 
Colaneri reputation in the Valley and among their peers. Mary 
recalled Felix had said, “If you wouldn’t serve it up to your 
family, I wouldn’t expect you to sell it to the public.”

Twelve months into the operation of YVP, another 
transformation took place. Lisa came in to the business full 
time and opened a café at the shop, while still continuing to 
sell Mary’s pasta. The plan was to make, cook, serve and sell 
the pasta. Lisa ran the café for three years catering to staff in 
nearby wineries, doing a booming trade and creating a strong 
brand.

Yarra Valley Pasta was receiving great publicity and 

thiS page mary and Felix colaneri. Roasted 
beetroot ravioli is one of the range of available 
pastas. a stock of tomato sugo is always on 
hand. Witlof salad is a great accompaniment 
to a pasta dish. OppOSite page Felix assists with 
deliveries around the region. the award winning 
pasta are all made at the family factory in 
healesville.
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“it started when the kids 
were all grown... here’s me 
sitting around playing tennis 
three times a week, doing 

my garden and i thought to 
myself, there must be more 

that i can do.”
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word of mouth had spread. Customers from Melbourne, 
Geelong and further afield wanted to buy the pasta for 
their homes and businesses. Lisa researched innovative 
packaging solutions that would allow them to transport 
their product and extend its shelf life for wholesale without 
the need for preservatives; something that to this day 
remains very important to YVP.

Lisa is now married to Rob, and they have two 
children, Felix and Louis. During lunch the children are 
doted on by all the family. Lisa is still part of the business 
but admits chasing two toddlers around is a time 
consuming business in itself.

Mary has taken a step back from the business since 
the birth of Lisa’s children and has fully immersed herself 
in being Nonna.

Today, the business is headed up by Michael. After 
completing school, Michael spent three years concreting 
with Felix before working in the wine industry. He worked 
several years at Yering Station where he met his wife, 
Clare, before returning seven years ago. Michael is very 
proud of the business, and his family, and it shows. He is 
humble and quick to give credit to Mary, Felix and Lisa for 
the influence they have had on the business. “It wouldn’t 
be where it is without everyone contributing something 
very important to it.”

Michael goes on to explain that back in Felix’s 
hometown, pasta was made with water as eggs were in 
short supply. Eggs were only used for special occasions 
and this pasta was to be shared with all the family. For 

this reason, they use free range eggs in all their pasta, 
believing that it should always be shared with family and 
enjoyed. “It’s a very special pasta and it should be a very 
special meal for everyone to enjoy together,” he said.

He describes Lisa as having the creative edge when 
it comes to the invention of new pasta varieties. Even 
though some of the highest sellers are the traditional 
spinach and ricotta, beef chicken and veal ravioli recipes, 
newer inventions such as the duck raviolo and the prawn 
ravioli are also popular.

When asked what is integral to Yarra Valley Pasta, 
everyone talks with passion, one person starting an 
explanation, with another jumping in to emphatically 
enforce it. Michael’s answer is, “Belief. You have to 
believe in what you’re doing. There are a lot of people out 
there who would say it’s too expensive, too hard, why, 
whatever… for Dad first to move out here, he believed in 
himself and his family, his ability to raise a family out here 
on his own, for mum then to go and start a new business 
from scratch which was well before its time and then for us 
to continue that on. I think you have to believe in what you 
are doing”. Mary continued, “And this is what it’s all about. 
It’s about being together really”.

Yarra Valley Pasta
321-325 Maroondah Highway, Healesville 
(03) 5962 1888
www.yarravalleypasta.com.au
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“if you wouldn’t serve it up 
to your family, i wouldn’t 

expect you to sell it to 
the public.”

thiS page the kitchen is a buzz with 
activity during a colaneri lunch. 
OppOSite page good quality 
produce is a given in every meal. 


