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To my son, Luca—
look what your dad got you into
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prologue

THE BIG SPILL


A THICK, purplish ooze bubbled out of the bottom of the shipping container sitting on the dock at Port Elizabeth, New Jersey. It looked just like the putrefying goo that seeps under the locked doors of self-storage units in cable TV dramas, tipping off the cops to the corpses.

At least that’s what I pictured in 2009 as I learned that the steel box filled with 7,800 bottles of my wine, the one on which I had bet the farm, was stranded on the dock during Memorial Day weekend. One hour at 200 degrees—the temperature of a car seat after just sixty minutes in the sun—is all it would take to obliterate five years of work, worry, debt, and sacrifice. I had dumped a successful career, tripled our mortgage, stressed my marriage, and maxed out our credit cards. Was it all going to be for fifteen hundred gallons of grape-flavored sludge? What, I agonized, was I going to find when I cracked open the first bottle?

This was not the joyous rebirth I had imagined a few years before.
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chapter 1

PLOW


FOR CENTURIES, winemakers assumed that a good till reanimated the soil. To start afresh, they believed, you just needed to turn all the soil upside down. They dutifully hoed their vineyards twice a year: once at the end of the growing season and again just before spring. Plowing peaked during the 1980s as interest in wine boomed worldwide. If the traditional light turnover twice a year was good, the enthusiastic hoers believed, a deep cleansing every few months with a five-hundred-horsepower Disk Ripper tiller was better.

In recent years, partly as a result of the advent of natural winemaking, plowing has become more thoughtful. Some conscientious growers have turned away from machines, which can chop up the roots along with the weeds, and toward horse-drawn plows. Old-fashioned tilling, they believe, gives you more control, preventing damage while breaking up undesirable plants and encouraging the vines to grow deeper by gently loosening the surrounding earth. “Go slow,” they intone. “Be careful.”

Other winemakers favor planting over plowing. During the off-season, they grow cover crops such as peas, oats, and clover between the rows of vines to minimize soil erosion. “Don’t churn up dust,” the nurturers aver. “Sprinkle some seed.”

Some die-hard naturalists eschew both sowing and digging. The less they touch the soil, the better.[image: ]



THE FISH GUY VANISHED. My wife, Becky, and I had barely managed to scrape together the down payment on our waterfront wreck of a five-story industrial building in Lower Manhattan’s old Fulton Fish Market. But without the rent from the fish guy we weren’t going to be able to live there, much less make any improvements (windows would be nice), unless we found a new tenant to replace him on the ground floor. Months passed until we finally found the perfect one: an enthusiastic would-be wineshop owner willing to take over the space. The only problem was that he was me.

I can’t say that I was actively unhappy with my career in design—just a little stuck. I had recently finished doing the interiors of the Maritime, a trendy boutique hotel in Chelsea, and a penthouse triplex in the Hotel des Artistes, a labor of love. I had written a decorating how-to book, Living in Style Without Losing Your Mind. I had designed and curated an exhibition on the next wave of product designers for the International Contemporary Furniture Fair. I had taught at Parsons the New School for Design for more than a decade. I was still writing my column for the New York Times occasionally. But I started to have rumblings.

“IT HAS TO BE THE BLUE GRANITE,” proclaimed my client with the closetful of Manolo Blahniks and the kitchen lined with empty teak cabinets. “But you already had them cut the Calacatta,” I reminded the woman who was already on the third renovation in just as many years. “We finalized that six weeks ago,” I added, trying to mask my impatience.

“I know,” the put-together blonde admitted sheepishly, and then cooed, “Darling, just tell them to take it back. They can sell it to someone else.”

“And please,” she added offhandedly, “make sure I get full credit. Thanks, love.”

I looked at the two-foot stack of stone samples for the countertops at my feet, the piles of fabric swatches arrayed on my desk, the bulletin board with the inspirational magazine clippings. I surveyed it all and realized that I had had enough.

This type of design wasn’t making lives better. It wasn’t even making anyone’s life prettier. This was going in circles.

I needed to break the cycle.

So I opened up the fifty-year-old Laubade armagnac that my mom had given me. I doused the desk, set it on fire, closed the door, and never looked back.

If only.

In reality, I did what people of my background do: I reached into the wine rack and whipped out the best bottle Becky and I had, a brunello riserva we had been given as a wedding present. The tannic red needed another five years before it would be ready to drink. “Screw it,” I told myself, “I’m taking action.” As I strained to sip my big glass of bitter red wine, I pondered. After a half an hour, the glass was empty. My mouth felt dry. Still no epiphany. But I knew I had to find a way off my upholstered hamster wheel.

Tibor Kalman, the late graphic designer and a friend, once told me that he tried never to do anything more than twice. The first time, he reasoned, you panicked, made mistakes, but also had the freshness and the passion to do it well. The second time, you could reduce the anxiety and the screwups but still be excited about the product. By the third time, however, Tibor contended, it all became too rote. The bumps were smoothed out, but so was the passion. Tibor, I should point out, was a little nuts. But his worldview resonated with me. I could design another hotel or more fancy apartments. But was more the answer?

I wanted a change but was not going to shave my head and move to Tibet. Instead, in the year I turned forty, I finally got married and bought a house. But I was still restless. I’ve never really had a career track as much as a career web, albeit always rooted in design. I’ve made furniture, licensed housewares, designed apartments, and written about architecture, though I never really felt as if I had left any of those jobs behind forever.

In Italy, where I spent summers and holidays growing up, this kind of vocational variation seemed to be no big deal. Carlo Mollino was as well-known for his chairs as for his buildings—as well as for his pornography. Massimo Vignelli (“If you can design one thing, you can design everything.”) created the iconic 1972 New York City subway map, equally iconic dishes, and, no less important to me, the wine label for one of my favorite producers, Feudi San Gregorio. And I’ve always identified with multidisciplinary types. Not so much with the big geniuses such as Leonardo, but with Renaissance men writ small, such as David Byrne: art rock plus Latin music plus biking (an interest we share). Or my friend Douglas Riccardi, half hip Brooklynite, half Italian grandma: he makes his own pasta as well as his own driftwood furniture (and weaves the rush seats).

As a wine lover with many interests, it should come as no surprise that Thomas Jefferson, president/​architect/​botanist/​inventor/​writer/​oenophile, is my god. But I was more wowed to learn through his diaries that as ambassador to France, Jefferson took several solo monthlong wine excursions to savor, learn, and experience. If I couldn’t hope to match his many talents, at least I could aspire to his level of curiosity.

Wine, I soon discovered, is perfect for people who like to explore: history, biology, anthropology, geology, geography, even philosophy. The deeper you dig, the more you find. My friend Jan D’Amore discovered why grapes are so easy to grow at the resuscitated Odoardi winery in Calabria despite the locals’ pessimism. Two thousand years ago, the Romans had tended vines on the very same site and had described a felicitous microclimate.

Chalky soil explains why that Sancerre is so minerally. Vines trimmed in a double-Guyot (flat-topped) probably are growing in Bordeaux.

No wonder wine attracts so many geeks—it’s easy to get drawn in by the minutia. There are legions of statisticians and numbers-obsessed oenophiles who attempt to quantify an essentially unquantifiable experience by assigning it some standard measures and rational explanations. I see the temptation.

But I love the mysticism even more. How can, for example, the well-educated consulting winemaker to a number of Italy’s top producers honestly tell me that one gram (1⁄28 of an ounce!) of ground-up cow horn spread over twenty-two acres of vineyard led to worldwide recognition of his fledgling vineyard? Is he crazy? Or am I?

Wine, I also realized early on, appeals to people who like secrets. Whether it’s hedge funders determined to be more inside than their peers or the people who like The Da Vinci Code, wine aficionados tend to like mystery. And wine seems to demand a special knowledge. But the truly devoted seek more: they want to be clued in to the stories behind the labels, like that illustrious Burgundy producer now being eclipsed by his wife’s much younger lover whose rescue of a once-hallowed vineyard that had fallen into disrepair makes him the next superstar. Think Thomas Pynchon with a little Umberto Eco thrown in. It’s a seductive brew of fact, legend, and gossip.

I started to dream that maybe I’d get to wander the countryside, inspecting old cellars and chatting with vignerons. I’d definitely get to taste a lot of wine. I’m so there. I think.

In San Francisco, there’s a beautiful and eclectic store that sells motorcycle jackets and cheese, among an array of other perfectly selected merchandise. But I just can’t get myself to buy dairy products from a clothing store. If I were really serious about opening a shop, and the idea was slowly dawning upon me, I’d have to make it special because of its approach, not because I also sold wheels of Brie and very attractive pots.

When the fish guy left in 2004, we renovated the second floor while we debated what to put on the first. The vision remained nebulous until one night in January 2005 at what seemed like an unremarkable press dinner promoting the new Conran store under the Fifty-ninth Street bridge, I was seated next to Julie Lasky, then editor in chief of I.D. magazine. Smart, a good listener, and a heavy pourer, Julie coaxed me to confess my vague idea for a store downstairs from my new home. She then promptly exacted a promise from me to write a story for I.D. about its development. Nursing a walloping headache the next day, I cursed my lack of discretion and thought, “Now what?”

I thought of Charles and Ray Eames’s short film Powers of Ten, which starts on a picnic blanket and zooms in and out from that spot to provide startling perspectives on the everyday. I have spent much of my career at that picnic, designing napkins and dishes. Occasionally, with my work on interiors as well as a book, I’ve danced around a power of ten or two. But I’ve never really strayed far from the blanket.

Perhaps because I was also going to be a dad soon, I felt ready to leave my blankie behind. But instead of joining the rush to become a global name, I decided to zoom in. I had become more interested in connecting with the folks in my new neighborhood than in doing business with the shoppers at the mall.

I didn’t see this new possible venture as a stretch so much as a reaffirmation of what design is supposed to be all about: making daily life a little better and, if I was lucky, elevating the mundane into ritual. I also hoped that by seeing design from another power of ten, I might become a better designer.

Don’t think I was being humble. In the pantheon of cool jobs, furniture designer had replaced supermodel. But to me, being a shopkeeper with a corkscrew in my pocket, an apron around my waist, and a pencil behind my ear just seemed way cooler.

With an open bottle of Chianti in front of me, I started to imagine frequent scopa (an Italian card game similar to hearts) and grappa-tasting nights. You play cards. You drink. Maybe you snack on a little salami and a hunk of cheese. Sure, I wanted to sell cases of La Tâche to Wall Street fat cats, but I also wanted my neighbors and family to have a good time. I wanted a place that sold dozens of choices of wines under $10. I wanted it to offer great guidance. I wanted it to have a secret back room. I wanted it to be really well designed, a place my customers would want to show their friends. But I didn’t want it Designed with gratuitous blobs, catchy themes, or ersatz wine cellars.

So there it was: I had a motive in an empty space and a career idling briskly in neutral. I had the interest and passion. And now I had a plan, which I’d announced to fifty thousand people in a magazine article that I wrote on a whim. I just needed that last push.

In the end, it wasn’t just romance that convinced me. The neighborhood was changing quickly. Directly behind us, the entire block was being beautifully renovated into high-end apartments. Studying the local demographics, I quickly found out that our South Street Seaport zip code was growing tremendously and now had the highest per capita income in New York City, higher than Tribeca or the Upper East Side.

Better yet, these new residents would be seeking out services, including liquor stores. There was no wine store within half a mile of us, and the closest one was more of a hip-flask-and-Thunderbird kind of place. The nearest decent retailer was a mile and a half away—in Manhattan! That’s quite a schlep if you’re lugging a few bottles of Côtes du Rhône.

And so Becky and I leaped.

WE HAD BEEN LOOKING for a building to buy for four years. Like many New Yorkers, Becky and I were always window-shopping for the next great place to live. We loved pointing to some un-renovated garret and imagining “how amazing would it be to live there!” Most of the ogling was pure fantasy, but the game was fun.

My dream had been to fix up a diamond in the rough, rent out a few apartments, and keep one space for Becky and myself. We had come close on some potential projects: a parking garage in what is now the center of New York’s Chelsea art district, a Chinese social club on the Lower East Side facing Hamilton Fish Park. The one I kick myself about was a former male porno theater complete with turnstiles and facing the Hudson River—for $400,000. At the time, the waterfront location was forbidding and the place needed more cash for construction than I thought I could muster. The now seven-story building stands one block from the Richard Meier towers on Perry Street, where Martha Stewart’s daughter has a triplex.

Enough looking already, I thought. Commit!

When a friend told me about a building he had bought in the Seaport, I decided to check out the low-profile neighborhood, and I noticed a sign hanging in front of a waterfront shell of a building. I was in love.

When we first bought our building on South Street in 2002, it was still part of the Fulton Fish Market. Every night, several hundred guys in big rubber boots with ice hooks slung over their shoulders, with names like Beansie and Tony Ice, would arrive. We’d hear the sound of fish-laden skids scraping along the asphalt as the forklifts shoved the day’s cargo into place. Then the floodlit streets would become packed with sparkling fish laid out in the middle of the road. In the winter, there were bonfires in garbage cans, leaving the air thick with the smell of the East River, wood smoke, and fish. From our ramshackle fifth-floor loft, we’d watch these scenes unfold, occasionally leaning out on the fire escape to get a better glimpse of a particularly large fish or a noisy dispute. Living there felt like being an extra in a movie about nineteenth-century New York.

We’d been able to afford the graffiti-streaked hulk less than a year after 9/11 because it was a few blocks from Ground Zero. “A whole building for the price of a two-bedroom apartment,” the broker gushed. The inspector we hired to survey it was a little less impressed. “Thank God you’re young,” he said. The in-laws from Pennsylvania asked, “You want our only daughter to live here?”

Our first step in 2003 was to buy out the top floor tenant, the web designer. With our now empty bank account, we renovated the space enough to make it habitable, removing the frosted glass that blocked the Brooklyn Bridge views and the two-story storage island that dominated the space.

Situated on one of the few remaining stretches of Manhattan’s commercial waterfront, the warehouse may have been decrepit, but it also had sixteen windows facing the Brooklyn Bridge. The previous owner, a retired fishmonger, was eager to get rid of the crumbling wreck. Under all the soot, we saw a potentially stunning Federal-style waterfront home with tenants to help defray its operating costs. At least that was the plan. Three years before we decided to open up the wineshop, the ground floor was stacked with salmon instead of Brunellos and Barbarescos. Every day, Crescent City Seafood, which occupied the space at the time, used forklifts and wooden hand trucks to move in and out seventy thousand pounds of sashimi-grade sockeye. Crescent specialized in what the trade called “Jewish” fish (pike, whitefish, and salmon); the rest of my block between Peck Slip and Beekman Street was Italian. They sold just about everything else that swam, plus calamari. Perhaps that was why my fellow paisans seemed to welcome me so warmly.

Carmine, one of my favorite fishmongers, operated a few doors down. He liked to greet me in his cardigan and glasses, holding both of my hands in his and telling me that just seeing me made his day. “You’re doin’ good, kid.” Carmine seemed to be just as charitable to everyone else except to someone he referred to as “that fuck Giuliani.” In the 1980s, Carmine had additional business interests in the form of an informal parking concession that he “owned” under the FDR, the elevated highway that runs along the river on the east side of Manhattan. According to Carmine, Giuliani, then the district attorney and keen on making more of a name for himself, came to the Fulton Street Market one day to announce his intention to clean up the joint. When his visit was met with a squid tossed in his direction by what Carmine termed some “punk,” Giuliani responded with a witch hunt, asking the fish guys to rat out the kid who did it. After they refused (“We take care of our own,” Carmine reminded me), “the market,” he said, “was wrecked. And just over a scungil.”

Still, I could never quite think of this kind old man as a gangster, even if he would never speak to me on the phone—Carmine preferred to walk and talk—and was driven around in a Buick by a thuggy-looking kid. My wife was a little more suspicious when Carmine suggested that we open a Laundromat in his building after the market moved. “Launder?” Becky squealed. “Carmine’s not interested in dry cleaning; he’s talking code!” But I still can hear him: “Four bucks to iron a pair of pants? Now that’s a racket!”

No one on the block has been better friends to me than the Fogliano brothers, who operated Fair Fish in the adjacent eighteenth-century buildings. Vinnie and Frank saw me bring my newborn son home from the hospital, and they always made sure we had seven fishes on Christmas Eve (even if we only had six people for dinner). Rugged in his denim shirt and mustache, Vinnie was the front man. Frank, whose soft hands stood in stark contrast to the cracked and weathered mitts of his fellow fishmongers, dressed nattily in calfskin jackets; he preferred the relative quiet of his second-floor office.

On raw January mornings, when I walked our dog, Guendalina, I’d see Vinnie surrounded by crates of fish, piles of slush, and dozens of helpers hefting carcasses with gaffing hooks, with his arms crossed, standing in front of his building calmly surveying the market chaos.

The Foglianos, like many vineyard owners, are consumed by what they do. What does a great producer do on his off time? Eat and drink wine. What does Vinnie do? Go fishing. As anyone who has ever seen Deadliest Catch or Sideways knows, there are many easier ways to make money. They forge on, but fundamentally, both winemaker and fishmonger operate at the whim of nature. Good crop/good catch and they are happy. Bad crop/bad catch and they both seem to get superstitious. At least from the viewpoint of this city boy, the noble farmer surveying his vines and the gritty seaman scanning the horizon at sunrise (albeit under the shadow of the FDR Drive overpass) are equally romantic. The fish may now arrive in aircraft containers and the winery may look like an operating theater, but fishmonger and winemaker are still Old World. This may explain at least a little about how natural the transition from fish storage to wine store seemed to me, despite how it flummoxed my friends.

Harder to relate to were the equally crusty older artists and wannabes who settled in the area during the 1970s. Many of them took pride, like my former residential tenants who lived above the fish market, in having homesteaded in a scruffy neighborhood. “Heat, who cared about heat?” the web designer cum video maker who lived on the fifth floor told me. “We didn’t even have stairs.” A few were also bitter that somehow they’d not been plucked from that salty goop and sent on to painting superstardom.

What both subcultures shared was fierce loyalty to an area that, as far as both groups were concerned, no one else really knew about. To an extent, they were right. The Seaport Historic District, despite being three blocks from Wall Street, directly across the island from the World Trade Center, and a block and a half north of the Seaport Mall, was sub rosa. So central yet so small, it’s easily overlooked. Among the ten million people who flock to the Seaport each year, just a few hundred, most of them Europeans, take the time to investigate the neighborhood. To New Yorkers, and I was among them, the sixteen-square-block grid south of the Brooklyn Bridge is practically invisible. Before we bought our building, I had last visited the Seaport area on a fourth-grade field trip to see the tall ships.

No one I met in this neighborhood—other than Carmine, who liked to wash down his calamari with a glass of Frascati—seemed to care about wine. Consequently, it’s unlikely I would have even entered the wine business if not for the untimely demise of our tenant, Crescent Fish, who never made it to that new market in the Bronx. In the insular world of fish, their downfall was variously attributed to (1) gambling, (2) alcohol [not wine, I suspect], (3) a Mexican snapper farm that went belly up. I suspect all three.

But the clearest evidence of something not quite kosher among the whitefish specialists was their office on the second floor of our building. The front space was unremarkable in its cruddiness. Behind the barred windows and beneath the buzz of the fluorescent tubes ruled the big-haired office manager (imagine Working Girl plus twenty years, minus the Melanie Griffith looks), whose main job seemed to be strewing handwritten fish orders over the peeling, vinyl-tiled floor.

Wander into the back room that my wife and I called the clubhouse and the mayhem was more obvious. The central feature was a scarred wood table littered with change and stabbed in the middle by a large knife. Adorning the walls were Playboy pinups studded with question-mark-shaped ice hooks impaled into the drywall. Among the weapons, the money, and the dice, I’m not sure exactly what they did up there, but I’m pretty certain they weren’t playing bridge and drinking tea. On the windows, there was chicken wire in lieu of glass, and the bathroom, whose drain had been disconnected some years earlier, was in continuous use. There were piles of rubber boots caked in fish scales. To the side, there was also a door to a locked room that no one would enter and to which I was never given the keys.

The whole Gangs of New York scene was presided over by a menacing guy with a buff body, bulging eyes, an explosive temper, and an ever-present gaffing hook slung over his shoulder. Some mornings, we could even hear his screaming four stories above the din of dozens of forklifts and delivery trucks. Once, the day after one of those fits, I noticed that one of his loaders had a black eye. Then they were gone. No big-haired office manager. No muscle-bound enforcer. No stacks of swordfish. Not even a scale. The space was empty. For a minute we panicked, but then we quickly adjusted to the absence of all that hubbub and the attendant fish odors. Now we just had to figure out how to fill the void.

When we first bought the five-story building, we had four tenants: the fish guys on the bottom two floors and three rent-stabilized tenants on the floors above. In New York City, rent-stabilized apartments are protected from sharp increases in rent, and tenants have the right to renew their leases indefinitely. If the graffiti, fish guts, and crumbling masonry were not enough to dissuade potential buyers, the prospect of permanent tenants locked into below-market rents would have turned off most rational buyers.

I HAD NO INTENTION of opening a wineshop. I dreamed of Sloppy Louie, proprietor of the eponymous fish restaurant immortalized by New Yorker writer Joseph Mitchell in Up in the Old Hotel. Louie, whose real name was Louis Morino, was a fisherman from Genoa who prepared fish so simply and so well that the fishmongers would bring him their catch to cook. Louie’s had long tables and tin ceilings and was located smack in the center of New York’s mercantile center (and a block from my building). Mitchell describes it as the kind of place where you might find a Schermerhorn (a family that first arrived in the city when it was called Nieuw Amsterdam) sitting next to a fisherman down the counter from a mobster. What they all craved was fresh fish done right, along with a heavy dose of authentic seaside ambience. Louie was, Mitchell explains, a crusty but consummate host, kind of the Sirio Maccioni of his day, albeit down-market and fifty years earlier.

During the 1930s, Louie’s restaurant opened at five o’clock in the morning. Breakfasts, according to Mitchell, included kippered herring and scrambled eggs, shad roe omelets, and split sea scallops and bacon. Variety was also one of Louie’s trademarks. Mitchell describes one day’s menu as offering “cod cheeks, salmon cheeks, cod tongues, sturgeon liver, blue-shark steak, tuna steak, squid stew, and five kinds of roe—shad roe, cod roe, mackerel roe, herring roe, and yellow pike roe.” And that was in addition to the standard seafood staples.

Having designed restaurants for some very savvy clients, I knew enough to not run one myself. But I imagined Mario Batali would make the perfect proprietor of an updated version of this classic Italian fish place. So I worked my connections, polished my pitch—and never made it past his assistant. Undeterred, I next approached Mary Redding, the owner of the West Village icon Mary’s Fish Camp. Mary, along with her ex, Rebecca Charles, seemed to have single-handedly invented the haute lobster roll. With such a deft touch with local seafood, I thought Mary would be a natural. “Already committed to something else” read her seemingly truthful handwritten brush-off.


SLOPPY LOUIE’S CATFISH SAUTÉ
SERVES 2
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Sloppy Louie’s was a famed seafood restaurant originally situated a few doors down from our building. According to New Yorker magazine writer Joseph Mitchell, Louie prepared fish so simply and so well that the fishmongers brought him their catch to cook.


2 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL

2 POUNDS CATFISH FILLETS

FLOUR, FOR DUSTING

2 EGGS, BEATEN

4 TABLESPOONS BUTTER, MELTED

2 TABLESPOONS DRY SHERRY WINE

2 LEMONS, ONE FOR JUICE AND THE OTHER SLICED IN
WEDGES FOR GARNISH

SALT AND PEPPER TO TASTE

1 TABLESPOON PARSLEY, CHOPPED

PAPRIKA



Heat 2 tablespoons of oil in a medium skillet until it’s very hot. Lightly dust the catfish fillets with flour, then dip them in the beaten eggs. Fry the fish for about one minute on each side, just until pale gold. Pour off the oil. Add the butter, sherry, and lemon juice. Sauté the fish three more minutes per side, basting with the pan juices. Add salt and pepper to the sizzling fillets, if desired. Transfer the fish to a platter and garnish with parsley, lemon slices, and paprika.



So I put that fish restaurant idea on the back burner and listed the ground floor space with a broker. The market, I thought, would let me know what should be there. And it did. “Awesome,” said the club entrepreneur upon opening the rear freezer early one morning as I tried to ignore his alcohol breath. Over the gurgle of his motorcycle, which he left idling on my sidewalk, an inner voice whispered, “Run!”

There were some attractive offers (the Bao Noodles outpost, the man from Piedmont who ended up opening a place around the corner), but the more these guys trudged through the coolers, the more uncomfortable I felt. Were they really going to make the space look good? Was it going to be too loud for us to live upstairs? In a city where the average restaurant lasts eighteen months, would they last? Or would their true legacy be a permanent rodent problem? And, perhaps surprising for someone who had lived over a fish vendor, what about the kitchen smells?

Meanwhile, Becky and I worried about the mortgage and carped about all the services missing in our transitional neighborhood. As excited as we both were about being nestled in the heart of the oldest part of New York City, with jaw-dropping views of the Brooklyn Bridge, we had no dry cleaner and couldn’t find a good supermarket. We couldn’t even find a decent bottle of wine!

And then (cue music) it clicked. Wineshops are clean, quiet, and genteel. You don’t hear about liquor stores going out of business. And we both love wine.

Researching the history of our building, I also found that this wasn’t the first time wine was sold on the premises. The structure, built in 1839, originally had been a pair of Federal-style row houses commissioned by the boat outfitters Slate, Gardiner and Howell, which supplied ships moored at the piers across the street. In 1882, the enterprising Jim Flynn joined the two buildings and converted them into a tavern under a rooming house (read: brothel). It was another fifty years before the girls were replaced with fish.

I turned to one of the most venerated names in wine selling in the metropolitan area and the only retailer in New York State that seemed to have figured out how to work around local liquor laws that prohibit the same owner from operating at more than one location: Morrell & Company.

Morrell’s, started during the 1920s by two resourceful brothers, Samuel and Joseph, initially sold Virginian wine of questionable quality. Then, during Prohibition, they turned to supplying churches and other houses of worship with sacramental wines, as well as physicians, who could prescribe alcoholic beverages for medicinal purposes. One of Morrell’s most popular offerings was a wine “tonic” called Virginia Dare that was made from the scuppernong grape, a little-known varietal grown extensively in that state since the Colonial era.

In the 1950s, Sam’s daughter, Charlotte, made the store more up-market and frequently made trips to France to buy Bordeaux and Burgundy. Business flourished, and Morrell soon established itself as one of the country’s premier sources of those coveted producers. In 1994, Morrell’s became the first New York retailer to get into the lucrative and prestigious auction business.

Now run by Peter, Charlotte’s son and a legendary New York wine figure, and his sister, Roberta, Morrell’s is one of America’s best-known names in wine. Along with Sherry-Lehmann and Acker Merrall & Condit, Morrell’s is considered part of the trinity of New York’s carriage-trade vintners.

Morrell’s has an impressive store in Rockefeller Center. Next door, they recently put in a bustling wine bar, and they’ve opened locations on the Upper East Side and in East Hampton.

The man behind this expansion was Nikos Antonakeas, the dashing Greek husband of Peter’s sister, Roberta. We met, we talked, and we drank. But we never really got past the dating stage. Nikos was intrigued but concerned about the lack of foot traffic. After digging a little deeper, I too became uneasy.

Nikos, I discovered, met the thirty-years-his-senior Roberta (age seventy-six) through her son, Jon, who in turn had met him on a street corner in Athens. While on vacation, Jon was looking for an antique necklace for his mother, and Nikos helped him find one. A year later, Nikos came to New York and looked up the name on the business card Jon had handed him. The two young men and Jon’s mother had lunch together. Roberta offered the handsome Nikos a job on the spot. A year later, they married. But their partnership didn’t seem built only on a mutual love of wine. Nikos was passionate, but according to one of his East Hampton colleagues, he also had a fiery temper. “Just make sure you get everything written down,” he explained. More unsettling than Nikos’s outbursts was the fact that the Morrell’s flagship store, I later found out, was suffering. Staff turnover was high. The rent was staggering, and their prices were even more out of reach, a good 15 percent more than those of their competitors.

I then turned to a more trusted source, a firm older than even the incorporation of Manhattan. Berry Bros. & Rudd, founded in 1698 by the Widow Bourne, is London’s oldest and most venerable wine and spirits purveyor. It still occupies the same Tudor building at 3 St. James’s Street, has two Royal Warrants (this identifies them as officially recognized suppliers to the royal family), and a two-and-a-half-million-bottle inventory, including some of the world’s most coveted wines in the rarest vintages.

Inside this extraordinary wineshop, with an incongruous coffee mill sign hanging out front, there are rich oak-paneled walls, burnished oval tables, elegant Windsor chairs, richly carved fireplaces topped with ornate heraldry. There’s no wine on the shelves or anywhere in sight. Bottles traditionally were stored in the cellars, which stretch from St. James’s Street to Pall Mall. It took Berrys’ 303 years after the original store opened to offer self-service.

But under all those groined vaults, this august London store has long been startlingly innovative. Berrys’ started as a coffee shop (hence the sign) whose marketing genius was to weigh customers—William Pitt, Beau Brummell, Lord Byron, and the Aga Khan among them—on an enormous coffee scale, a novelty in the days before mass production.

In the 1830s, as tea and coffee started to wane in popularity among London’s elite, Berrys’ briefly turned to beer, becoming the agent for Bass and Co.’s East India Pale Ale. Then, as antialcohol (and particularly anti-gin) sentiment grew, they moved to clarets, ports, and sherries, which, as the domain of the British elite, were left alone.

In 1903, during King Edward VII’s reign, the royal doctor approached the Berrys for something to ward off the chill felt by His Majesty when in his “horseless carriage.” Henry Berry sent over the firm’s brandy and ginger cordial, originally known as “Ginger Brandy—Special Liqueur.” More than a hundred years later, “The King’s Ginger Liqueur,” as it was subsequently renamed, continues to be a bestseller.

Their biggest breakthrough, however, was in 1923. Francis Berry created a light-colored whiskey blend that contrasted sharply with the dark, oily Scotches fashionable at the time. That delicate blend, named Cutty Sark after the famed clipper whose Scottish name was taken from a Robert Burns poem, “Tam O’Shanter,” took off. By the 1960s, Cutty Sark, the “abbreviated chemise of a winsome wench” in Gaelic, dominated the US market. It’s now sold in more than a hundred countries, and those mammoth sales have provided much of the capital for innovative expansion.

Berry Bros. & Rudd, among the first to recognize the importance of e-commerce, launched its website in 1994, a year before Amazon. In the intervening years, Berry also launched two wine schools as well as shops in Dublin, Hong Kong, and Japan.

Wouldn’t Berry Bros. & Rudd be interested in opening up three blocks from Wall Street? Think of the splash they could make: the oldest London shop now in the oldest New York neighborhood at the epicenter of commerce. Wouldn’t the historically entrepreneurial retailer want to seize a humongous new opportunity? Wouldn’t the preeminent seller of high-end French wines want to be close to all those bulging pockets and hungry egos?

Nope. Or, as I recall, a more particularly British rebuff, the obsequious fuck off: “So kind of you to offer. So sorry we are not in position to act on this wonderful opportunity. Do let us know when you open. Best of luck.”

Nothing like a little rejection to galvanize me. With Berrys’ out of the picture, I knew two things: a wineshop would be ideal in that space, but finding the right one might take forever. And wasn’t I the wine lover with the vision? The guy who was ready to take on a new challenge? Did it really matter that I didn’t know anything about running a retail store? That I didn’t have a clue about the wine business?

Well, yes, it did. But I was committed. And the adventure already had started.
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