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    Advance Praise for

    Indulge Your Senses


    “Simply put, Michael Dorf is a true hustler. When the internet upended the music business, he wasn’t romantic to the way things were done and like any great entrepreneur, focused on what’s happening today. It has been fun for me to watch Michael operate in this ever-changing world. There is a lot that can be learned from this man.”


    —Gary Vaynerchuk, Founder and CEO, VaynerMedia;

    and author, Crushing It!


    “Music, wine, food, and community—not only has Michael Dorf cracked the code on a recipe so many of us crave most in an increasingly disconnected world, he’s also managed to grow a brilliantly successful business while listening to his gut and sticking to his values. It’s a feat that all entrepreneurs would be wise to study closely.”


    —Danny Meyer, CEO, Union Square Hospitality Group;

    Founder, Shake Shack; and author, Setting the Table:

    The Transforming Power of Hospitality in Business


    “The lessons learned in Michael Dorf’s fascinating career make this as much a business book about how to thrive by indulging a customer’s senses in our digital age as it is a gripping tale from an insider in the New York rock and jazz world during a period of massive technological change.”


    —Steve Case, co-founder of the investment firm

    Revolution LLC and former CEO of AOL


    “Sonic Youth, Beck, John Zorn, Cecil Taylor—Michael Dorf showcased them all at his cutting-edge Knitting Factory. Neil Young, Aaron Neville, Macy Gray, Shawn Colvin—those artists and more have graced his upscale City Winery. It’s hard to imagine anyone in New York who has presented more great live music over the past thirty years. This book is the colorful story of how Dorf pulled it off, both before and after the Internet upended the music industry and changed our lives forever. It’s inspiring reading for anybody who cares about music, culture, and wine, and explains how to thrive by offering people a live experience they will always remember.”


    —Rita Houston, WFUV Program Director
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    “All our knowledge begins with the senses.”


    —Immanuel Kant

  


  
    Contents


    Acknowledgments



    Introduction: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love Reality



    Chapter 1: Come Together 



    Chapter 2: Embrace Ch-ch-ch-ch-changes 



    Chapter 3: Keep It Real 



    Chapter 4: To Thine Own Wine Be True 



    Chapter 5: Taste the Music, Hear the Food, See the Wine 



    Chapter 6: Scaling Intimacy Is Not an Oxymoron 



    Epilogue: Finding Balance 



    About the Author 


  


  
    Acknowledgments



    I was backstage at Carnegie Hall speaking with Patti Smith a few years ago, before one of my tribute concerts, and I asked her how she had such vivid recall in her incredible memoir, Just Kids, which I had just finished reading. She told me she had kept a diary, and, at that moment, I realized I was a big schmuck. I’ve had a pretty interesting life so far. I’m in my mid-fifties—and still have a lot more to do—but it occurred to me that, if I don’t write a few things down, my memory will fade, and all those great stories will be lost forever.


    So I started this project with my literary collaborator Paul Keegan, who had interviewed me for Inc. magazine. But this book is not a personal memoir like Patti’s—I’m still way too young for that! Instead, I’m offering a timeline of my business journey so far: the many mistakes, trials, and tribulations, and lucky opportunities I’ve had, in hopes of providing a few good lessons for my fellow entrepreneurs—not to mention business executives, students, music fans, wine lovers, foodies, and really anyone interested in that place where business, technology, and culture meet. Indulge Your Senses is my story of watching and participating in the incredible transformation of our world over the last forty years: the effects of digital technology not only on music, but on so much of society, and our very human need to connect with others around shared passions.


    Absolutely none of this would have been possible without the incredible support of my family, including my grandparents and parents, who have been there every step of the way; my wife, Sarah, who, since college thirty-seven years ago (which is way more than half my life), has encouraged me, put up with my myopic and selfish drive to work, and filled in the gaps when I’ve been missing as a dad. My three kids are amazing and they, too, have all been understanding about my work/play, my hours, and my attempt to balance it all in this thing called “life.” It’s more than love; it’s perhaps some unconscious shared gratitude and understanding that it could be so much worse—we could have been born centuries earlier and I’d be selling milk off a cart in Poland instead of wine and music in New York City. Anyway, deep, deep thanks to my family.


    There are tons of other people who deserve thank-yous, and some names not put in the book, either because I forgot, there wasn’t enough space, I was already name-dropping too much, or I was afraid of getting sued. But I wanted to single out my brother, Josh, who has been an incredible sounding board and unpaid adviser since he was in high school; my great team at City Winery doing the heavy lifting every day; my close friends from college; my mountain climbing pals; my golf friends; and the people I met in kismet airplane encounters over the years who have helped me think through this crazy puzzle of life.


    I’d also like to thank my publicist, Michelle Fox, who was a catalyst in supporting the idea, hooking me up with the amazing Mollie Glick of Creative Artists Agency, who believed in this book when many others didn’t; my publisher, Anthony Ziccardi of Post Hill Press, for taking a chance on my rather counterintuitive take on our digital age; Jacob Hoye for his fine and sensitive edit; copy editor Seane Thomas and proofreader Jon Blackwell for catching innumerable goofs, factual and otherwise; and my collaborator, Paul Keegan, for helping me turn my rambling stories into something coherent and, I hope, compelling.


    Thank you all. If you bought this book, thanks so much. If I gave it to you for free, please tell me you loved it and are telling at least ten friends to go buy it. I need to cover the costs of my lawyers when somebody doesn’t appreciate one of my jokes and drags my tuchus to court. L’chaim.

  


  
    Introduction


    How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love Reality


    I’ll never forget the moment I began to feel that something big was happening—not just to me, but to the business world and American culture at large. And it all started with a hug from Joan Osborne.


    It was New Year’s Eve 2008, just a few months after the collapse of Lehman Brothers triggered the financial Armageddon that nearly wiped me out, along with just about everybody else on the planet. The timing was awful. I was trying to execute my crazy idea of building a live-music club in New York City with its own custom winery. That’s right, we’d haul grapes in a refrigerated truck from world-class vineyards on the West Coast to Manhattan and make exquisite vintages right here on the premises.


    We called it City Winery. It would have an intimate, 300-seat restaurant where customers could drink our fine wines and order a delicious meal, while enjoying concerts by artists such as Elvis Costello, Steve Earle, Suzanne Vega, and Esperanza Spalding. When the Great Recession hit, the winery had been completed in our building on the west side of SoHo in Manhattan (a stone’s throw from Wall Street), the grapes had arrived, and construction crews were kicking up sawdust building the restaurant and performance stage. The failure rate of restaurants and music clubs is sky-high, even in the best of times, of course, and now we were suffering through a global economic meltdown. My forty-three limited partners who had entrusted me with $5 million were in no mood for excuses. Basically, I was screwed.


    And yet the show had to go on. We had already booked Joan Osborne for opening night. Joan is amazing. Though most people know her from her huge hit “(What if God Was) One of Us,” she is about so much more than that one great song. She’s a powerful, bluesy singer, songwriter, and musical interpreter with a passionate following. Joan was exactly the type of artist we knew would appeal to our target demographic of affluent baby boomers.


    Waiting for Joan to arrive, I was a bundle of nerves. But, hey, I’m used to it. At fifty-seven, I’ve been riding the emotional roller coaster of the music business for a long time. Growing up in Milwaukee, I had always loved music, but truly sucked as a musician myself. So at age twenty-three, I became manager of Swamp Thing, a band my friends had started. A couple of years later, I used my bar mitzvah savings to open a music cafe in New York called the Knitting Factory and convinced two high-school friends, Bob Appel and Louis Spitzer, to join me. Shockingly, our dumpy little club took off by presenting cutting-edge music by the likes of Sonic Youth, Beck, Cecil Taylor, Oliver Lake, and, later, Lou Reed. With its bare-bones aesthetic, The Knit became one of the hottest music scenes on the East Coast in the late ’80s and ’90s, allowing me to expand the record label I’d started and create branded music festivals in Europe.


    Then the dot-com boom hit, and the music industry was turned upside down. After surviving the transition from vinyl to CDs, I was jazzed that music was now being liberated from its physical mooring altogether. I thought, “Why not plug into the internet so our shows can be heard by millions of people around the world?” In four investment rounds, we raised $5 million from some New York venture capitalists, partnered with Apple, Intel, Texaco, and Bell Atlantic, and I became one of those digital evangelists raving about how technology was going to change the world. We all know what happened next: The tech bubble burst, 9/11 hit, and the country plunged into a recession. In the scuffle, I lost control of the company to some slick Vulture Capitalists and ended up on my tuchus (that’s “ass” in New York Yiddish).


    Sure, I was down, but not out. By the time New Year’s Eve 2008 rolled around, I was determined to make my comeback with City Winery—economic meltdown or no.


    Fortunately, we had a sell-out crowd on opening night. (If I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s how to fill a club with passionate music fans.) As the crew set up the stage, a lovely woman with curly blonde hair appeared and began fiddling around with the equipment. I realized that was Joan Osborne, preparing for her sound check.


    Watching Joan work, I found myself remembering the mistakes I’d made in dealing with musicians over the years and thinking about how badly I wanted to do things right this time. At the Knitting Factory, I had become so preoccupied with selling our concerts around the world that I ignored the needs of artists who were actually making the music. In fact, I wasn’t even calling it music anymore. Now it was content. A low point came when one of my idols, John Lurie of the Lounge Lizards, wrote an angry letter to New Times Los Angeles claiming that “Dorf is Frod backwards.” I used to be so close to the musicians I loved. Now some of them wouldn’t even look me in the eye.


    So, when I started City Winery, I decided the club would not own any intellectual property. There would be no webcasting, no streaming, no recording of shows, period. I was tired of musicians looking at me like, You got any more of my money in your pocket? This time, we would invite customers into our room and simply let them experience the joy of live music by great artists. For the talent, the deal would be generous and straightforward: Most of the ticket revenue would go directly to the musicians, plus we would feed them a great meal with excellent and abundant wine. The vibes in our elegant, comfortable room with its state-of-the-art sound system would be awesome, for audiences and artists alike.


    When she finished her sound check, Joan spotted me. Her face lit up, and suddenly, I had a good feeling about tonight. Hopping off the stage, she flung her arms wide and wrapped me in a bear hug. She thanked me for creating this wonderful space, one of the only rooms in New York—not to mention the rest of the country—where she could present her music in a warm, sophisticated setting. She didn’t have to state the obvious: The gig was also worth her time and effort. First, internet piracy, then legal digital downloads, and now streaming services like Spotify had so thoroughly shattered the old music-business model that artists like her increasingly had to rely on live shows like this one to support themselves.


    When the concert began, Joan did her thing. She was radiant in her long dress, casting her spell, pulling the audience in. Watching, I felt a lump in my throat and realized why her hug meant so much to me. My biggest sin over the years was not ambition, but letting technology interfere with the simple human exchange between artist and audience. That powerful, intimate joining of hearts is what I had always loved about music, and I’d lost it somewhere along the way—along with the bear hugs I used to get.


    That night, the magic was back. Everyone in the room seemed to be sharing the same happy feelings I was experiencing. In the months and years that followed, we remained packed for every show, and, gradually, I began to understand why the high spirits of that evening continued, night after night: Joan’s embrace was not just about my own absolution. Our whole culture was going through a similar reckoning.


    By then, the smartphone and social-media revolution was underway, and I realized why music fans were showing up in droves. Like me, they had inadvertently let technology disrupt their connection to music—and now they were coming to City Winery to get away from their devices. They were eager to escape their hermetic digital bubble, excited to watch their favorite musicians pluck real guitar strings and slam actual drum skins while also nourishing their other senses—the dramatic sight of a legendary performer up close, the aroma of the winery, the taste of great food and wine, the touch of a nearby friend. We were offering the whole package in a supremely comfortable setting, a rarity in the live-music business, which leans toward impersonal stadiums and cramped dives with sticky floors.


    We attracted people like Deborah Friedman, a political media consultant and contemporary art dealer, who has gone to about a hundred shows a year since we opened, seeing everyone from Graham Parker to Natalie Cole. Now retired, she has become close friends with dozens of other music fans she met at the club—they all tend to sit at the same tables together and stay in touch outside the club. “I feel like I’m part of the City Winery family, and, in forty-four years in Manhattan, I’ve never felt that way about any club or restaurant before,” she says. “The community I’ve formed here is real. It’s not a virtual community. I think, in a digitized world, that’s something we all yearn for.”


    Eventually, I would create a PowerPoint presentation for our employees to illustrate that sense of community. It juxtaposed two images—one of a Bruce Springsteen concert, with rapturous fans waving their hands in the air; the other of a gospel church congregation doing exactly the same thing. Forgive me if this seems blasphemous, but I firmly believe both gatherings offer something that no technology can replicate: a kind of spiritual experience in a sacred place.


    A great example of this occurred in August of 2013, when Prince was in town. We had already booked four sold-out nights with his band, The New Power Generation—but, as usual, there were no guarantees that Prince himself would show up. During the Friday night show, he actually circled the block in his car but, for whatever reason, decided not to come in. Then, on Sunday night, his band played a long, killer show and the concert appeared to be over. But, just after 3 a.m., the crowd let out a roar when His Badness himself strode onto the stage, dressed in black, wearing shades and a long gold-chain necklace. Prince proceeded to play a wild, thirty-two-song show with two encores. By the time he finished, it was nearly 6 a.m. Our delirious audience staggered out into the downtown dawn, sleep-deprived but totally energized, still high from his incredible performance (and the superb food and wine—I'm just sayin’). There’s no app for that.


    Within a few months of our opening, I realized that my initial hunch was correct: Having a fully functioning winery on the premises did differentiate us from other music clubs and restaurants and gradually helped us turn a profit. Our 300-person capacity seemed to hit a sweet spot rare in the live-music world—big enough to book famous artists but small enough to feel intimate. No sooner had we survived the financial crisis, however, than I was faced with another dilemma, this one about identity and branding. I couldn’t shake the question, What is City Winery, exactly? A concert venue? A winery? A restaurant? A private event space? Since nothing like it existed anywhere in the world, there was no road map to follow.


    I wrestled with this puzzle for quite a while—a truly existential conundrum—until I finally realized the answer was quite simple: “All of the above.” But it wasn’t until 2014 that I came up with three words that distilled our purpose into a single phrase:


    Indulge Your Senses.


    Creating that mantra was a big turning point because it gave our company a clear focus: We provide an oasis of sensory experience in an intimate setting, something you just don’t find in other music spaces (or traditional restaurants and wineries, for that matter). But, in a world where apps can quickly deliver all the food, spirits, and electronic entertainment you could possibly desire directly to your home, was this just a quirky New York thing? How big was this market we had discovered? Was it actually possible to—if you’ll forgive the apparent oxymoron—scale intimacy?


    Our answer came soon enough. Four years after opening in New York, we cut the ribbon in Chicago and, today, we have locations in Nashville, Atlanta, Boston, and Washington, D.C. In the fall of 2019, we will be opening our seventh venue, in Philadelphia, as well as a gorgeous new winery/event space in a historic mill in upstate Montgomery, N.Y. (a brief foray into Napa Valley, the heart of California’s wine country, was our only miss).


    Most exciting of all, by early 2020, we will have moved our flagship Manhattan location to Pier 57, a new $400 million-plus mixed-use development on the Hudson River. With a large, stunning outdoor rooftop park and prestigious tenants like Google, this former maritime port will be home to our most ambitious City Winery yet. Over the next few years, we will continue to expand across the US and internationally, as we explore large urban areas like Los Angeles and London and smaller cities such as Toronto, Denver, and Detroit.


    When City Winery began eleven years ago, I never imaged that the key to our success would be offering a proudly analog experience in an increasingly digital world. But that formula continues to work beautifully as we grow exponentially, and more investors come on board. Though it took us nine years to get to $50 million in revenue, it took us only two years to reach a projected $90 million in 2019, and we expect to hit $250 million by 2022. With double-digit operating profitability (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization, or EBITDA), our seventy-five investors are happy to be receiving a very healthy return, which we re-invest in the company’s growth. At this pace, we could easily reach thirty to forty locations in the United States, and as many as a hundred venues around the globe.


    My hope, in writing this book, is to serve as an inspiration to fellow entrepreneurs, business leaders, students, and professionals who may not realize that, even in the digital age, you can create a thriving business or career by appealing to the human need to put our devices down, indulge our senses, and engage with one another on this beautiful planet.


    Man, it feels great to be back in the real world.
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    Before I go any further, I’d like to be clear about what this book is not about. This is not a Luddite steampunk manifesto, or a screed against the modern world. I was one of the earliest pioneers of digital music in the late ’80s and ’90s and still believe in the miraculous power of technology. Obviously, the internet has re-ordered the global economy, minted new billionaire demigods, and disrupted nearly every facet of modern life—none more powerfully than the world of music. There’s no going back, nor would I ever want to.


    Here’s what I am saying: In our rush to adapt to the demands of the new world, business leaders have overcompensated to the point that anything carrying a whiff of analog is cast aside as hopelessly out of date, irrelevant to our future, and probably uncool to boot. As a wealthy venture capitalist once told me, “It’s gotta be all digital or it’s not worth doing.” That is a big mistake. My counterargument is simple: As technology becomes more deeply woven into our lives, the key to success for many companies can be found in satisfying their customers’ yearning for live human interaction.


    We human beings are, after all, analog creatures. We are made of bone, blood, and sensitive nerve endings, so we naturally crave contact with the physical world. That translates into enormous business opportunities for anyone who understands that modern life has become a complex interplay between the world of atoms and the world of bits—and both are crucial to success. It’s not an either/or proposition.


    My own business provides a perfect example. Like everybody else, I rely on the internet to run my company and sell my services and products. But one of my biggest challenges is figuring out how to strike a harmonious balance between the two worlds we all inhabit—the real and the virtual.


    I’m not saying it’s easy. At City Winery, I made the difficult decision to forgo millions in revenue by not recording and streaming the performances on our stages because that would disrupt the delicate alchemy we have created—and could be seen as exploitive. On the other hand, we do allow fans to record our shows with portable devices, as long as it’s not disruptive and the artist doesn’t mind (most of them don’t). That’s a fine line to walk, but so far, that’s the balance that feels right for us.


    By now, the dangers of rushing to embrace an all-digital strategy are starting to become apparent. Even the greatest online retailer of them all, Jeff Bezos, realized that he could not succeed without physical stores—that’s why Amazon bought Whole Foods Market, has opened bookstores, Amazon Go grocery stores, four-star stores (selling products that get at least a four-star Amazon rating) and is looking into selling furniture, home appliances, and other products offline. Take a look around and see how banks are becoming trendy cafes and entertainment giants are running thrill-packed theme parks, all to better connect with customers. Even as e-books, music streaming, and iPhone cameras have upended their industries, independent bookstores are doing well selling print books while vinyl records and film cameras are making a solid comeback. The $44 billion direct-mail industry continues to thrive, despite its high cost compared to email marketing, because those envelopes, cardstock flyers, and catalogs get people’s attention. Meanwhile, artists of all stripes whose work has been digitized—from writers to visual artists to musicians—understand they need live events to reach their audiences.


    If you think my argument is a generational thing, you may be right—but not in the way you might think. Younger generations actually seem to understand better than anyone how cool the Real World can be. As David Sax notes in his book, The Revenge of Analog: Real Things and Why They Matter, millennials are driving much of today’s demand for non-digital products, from Moleskine notebooks to board games, and are demanding workplaces that encourage physical interaction. Nearly half of millennials worry about the negative effects of social media on their mental and physical health, according to the American Psychiatric Association. Middle-age consumers like me, meanwhile, love the idea of regaining something precious that’s been lost in our mad dash toward a digital utopia. It appears the human longing for the physical is universal, regardless of age.


    “Surrounded by digital, we now crave experiences that are more tactile and human-centric,” Sax writes. “We want to interact with goods and services with all our senses, and many of us are willing to pay a premium to do so, even if it is more cumbersome and costly than its digital equivalent.”


    This last point is important because it gets at something I have noticed in my travels. As the market value of something decreases—recorded music, for example—people are willing to spend more for a similar product they consider superior. That’s a big reason City Winery has been doing so well. People will pay fifty dollars for a ticket and at least that much for dinner and wine, because it’s a far more luxurious experience than listening to music through earbuds or speakers. And that’s as true for our affluent regular customers as those in lower income brackets who are splurging on a special night out. Analog is certainly more trouble—dressing up and traveling to one of our venues takes far more effort than chilling on the couch. But people will make that effort to get a sensory experience they may remember for the rest of their lives. That’s why Broadway shows keep having one record-breaking year after another. (By comparison, our prices are a bargain.)


    In the digital age, of course, companies must provide customers with a compelling reason to show up in person. If they do, the crowds will come. Companies that don’t are suffering greatly. While Amazon has devoured the retail industry, chains like Macy’s, Sears, and J.C. Penney are closing stores and laying off thousands of employees because they have failed to create an in-store experience inspiring enough to make people leave the comfort of their homes. In the music business, the now-defunct Tower and Virgin megastores had the same problem, never realizing that they had to evolve into music clubs/hangouts—anything, really, besides a seller of obsolete plastic discs.


    At this point, you might be saying, “Yes, but aren’t large segments of the economy still going purely digital, with no analog components at all?” The answer is yes, but even those companies understand the limits of ones and zeros. Two of China’s largest companies—the video-game maker Tencent and the online shopping giant Alibaba—are, like Amazon, branching out into the sensory world with multibillion-dollar investments in brick-and-mortar supermarkets. People still want to squeeze the oranges.


    And the “digital economy,” though growing rapidly, is still not as big as one might think, comprising 30 percent of GDP in the US and just 5 percent worldwide. Despite Amazon’s massive disruption of the economy, it’s remarkable that online shopping still only accounts for about 10 percent of all retail sales in the US. Combine that with society’s increasing skepticism about technology—fears about everything from device addiction and privacy violations to fake news and tech monopolies—and there are clearly tremendous opportunities for clever entrepreneurs and companies eager to satisfy our very human demand for the real thing.


    As City Winery was taking off, I did some research to better understand the larger cultural shifts contributing to our success. Sales of recorded music have plunged since 1999, when Napster began allowing people to download MP3 files for free, and the legal digitization of music that followed significantly lowered the cost of listening for consumers. With the advent of YouTube and streaming services like Spotify, people are listening to more recorded music than ever but paying much less for it. Meanwhile, sales of concert tickets and wine have shot up dramatically over that same time period.


    Seeing those charts was a crystalizing moment for me. No wonder City Winery shows were almost always sold out: The more awash in technology and digital distraction the world became, the more people wanted to take time to unplug their earbuds, silence their ringers, and indulge themselves with live music and great food and wine alongside other fans. Spending less on recorded music freed up cash for consumers to spend on the kind of sensory experiences we offered. For our younger customers, the chance to show off to their friends using social media provides an added incentive to get out of the house.


    As surprising and counterintuitive as this dynamic may sound, it’s hardly a new development. Technology has been giving people an alternative to live music since the invention of the phonograph in the late 19th century. Back then, people could say, “Why go out when you can just slap a record on the Victrola?” But no machine has yet managed to dampen the human desire to hear those beautiful sounds coming directly from the artists who create them. And, until some genius discovers how to digitize wine and food—not to mention the romance and fun that comes with a night on the town—well, I think we’ll have a great market for that as well.
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    As you’ll see, this book is organized with chapter headings that lay out the hard-earned lessons I’ve learned as an entrepreneur during a lifetime of dramatic technological change, each one illustrated by examples from other companies and trend-setters, from Apple to Ziggy Stardust. I hope you’ll dig hearing about my wild ride through the dot-com boom, suffering through the bust, and coming back with City Winery, all spiced with colorful anecdotes about famous folks I have encountered along the way, people like Lou Reed, Quincy Jones, John Zorn, and even Leonardo DiCaprio (who was my best friend for a few hours).


    What a long, strange trip it’s been. Enjoy.
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