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Introduction


This is a book about a different kind of person.


It’s a person who acts fearlessly, even when the fear they feel is very great. It’s a person who reframes a situation when the odds are against them and who turns the odds back to their advantage. And, most important, it’s about a person who runs toward a burning building when all the other people are running away.


Throughout time, there have been different terms for these kinds of people. The ones who think differently. Who take action when others around them are paralyzed. Who get things done.


The term for these people today—and it’s not a bad one—is disruptor.


Disruptors can appear in any industry or field. There are disruptors in medicine, in war, in art, and so on. This book is about being a disruptor in business, something I have lived and breathed my entire life.


There are two things you should know about me before reading this book . . .


One: From the time I was four years old, I knew I’d go into the food business. It’s in my blood going back three generations. When you read my story, if you’re the kind of person who believes in destiny, it will seem like I had no choice. If you’re a staunch advocate for free will, you’ll see my journey as a series of choices—some of which I made in rebellion to that destiny itself. The truth is, it’s a bit of both.


Two: I never thought this journey would reveal that made men can be more honorable than MBAs, and that out of betrayal and ruin can come amazing, undreamed-of opportunity. And while I’m at it, I never, ever thought I’d end up a specialist in Asian cuisine. (That part isn’t my blood or birthright—but it has become an essential ingredient to the journey I’ve taken from a little kid washing dishes at the family chophouse to today, watching people eat some damn good dumplings.)


More than simply being my personal story, this book lays out the lessons from my life that I believe can be useful resources for the next generation of disruptors rising today.


My goal in writing this is to make clear how disruptors impact the business world each and every day, and how entrepreneurs can learn from them—and eventually become disruptors themselves.


As I said, this book is about a different kind of person. I am that kind of person, and I hope, after reading this, that you decide to become that kind of person, too.









CHAPTER ONE:
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Think the Unthinkable




From my earliest days in the restaurant business, I had experiences that laid the groundwork for my understanding of what it takes to be a disruptor. I saw, firsthand, what the advantages are of thinking differently and tackling problems from a new perspective. But I also understood that an effective disruptor has to gain a full understanding of the world they intend to disrupt. Just like an experimental jazz musician can break all the musical rules to create something new and wonderful, but first they need to learn all the basics of their instrument. The importance of knowing the basics and becoming the kind of young person upon whom nothing was lost was made extremely clear to me early on. I also saw that the restaurant world—and the business world, more broadly—is one in which people often say one thing and do another. Moreover, it’s a world in which people act as though certain laws are immutable when there is actually quite a bit of wiggle room. As I show in this chapter, a disruptor realizes that laws and rules are things made by men and women—and men and women can challenge them!





Are disruptors born or made?


This is what everybody wants to know. It’s also the wrong question. Whether a disruptor is born or made doesn’t matter. What matters is that a disruptor is different. A disruptor is anyone who is going to come at problems and opportunities in an entirely new way and who is going to use new ideas and new technologies to remake them.


When I look back on the story of my own life—as someone who has challenged convention and come up with innovations that have brought profound change to my industry—it feels like I could not have been any other kind of person.


Part of this is doubtless something in my DNA, but part comes from the remarkable upbringing I was lucky enough to have.


However you get there—it doesn’t matter if it’s nature or nurture—you have to be different. Disruptors are very different. They think differently, act differently, and their skill sets often don’t fit with convention. And that’s precisely where their power comes from. That’s what allows them to win.


* * *


I was born into the restaurant business. The story starts with my grandfather Nick, who immigrated to the United States back in the 1890s. My granduncle Paul had partnered with a man named Chris Pappas, as well as his brothers Sam and Jimmy. My grandfather Nick joined them in 1910.


Times were hard in the old days, and it was a very different world. Grandpa Nick had to change his last name from Morfogenis to Morfogen just to get a lease. Nobody would rent him space for his restaurant if he had an exotic, Mediterranean-sounding name. But with one that might be Anglo-Saxon . . . there was a chance it could happen.


Despite the prejudices of the day, Nick and the rest of the family grew the restaurant, Pappas, into a success. Politicians, celebrities, and industrialists came to eat there. Through their blood, sweat, and hard work, Pappas remained successful and profitable. It was one of the places to see and be seen in New York City until about 1960.


The Morfogens were quick to assimilate, and also to assert that they were just as American as anyone else. My family members served food to every US president from the 1920s through the 1950s. And I’m proud to say I’ve personally served Clinton, Obama, Trump, and Al Gore!


John, my father, started working for my grandfather when he was just eleven years old, right at the end of the Second World War. My father had been living in Sparta, in a town called Anavrati up in the mountains. Despite its remote location, it was known as the place where more Nazis were killed than in any other part of Greece. By the tender age of eleven, my father had already seen horrible atrocities of all sorts. The occupying Nazis had a policy whereby they’d execute ten civilians for every one of their own who was killed. It was a grim existence, even for children. My father could recall hiding underneath horse and cow manure—with his five siblings and my grandmother—to save themselves from these Nazi selections.


When he got to the States, my father started off by delivering groceries and vegetables. Then he was eventually brought in to work inside the restaurant at Pappas. (One by one, his other siblings from Greece were brought over to join him in the United States. By the late forties, they had all successfully made the voyage!)


At Pappas, my father learned the ins and outs of the restaurant business through his uncle Paul. It was Paul Morfogen who was the first to really master how the business worked.


My father worked for about ten years with Paul at Pappas. Then, in 1956, he ventured out on his own, opening his first restaurant, the Chelsea Chop House on Eighth Avenue at 23rd Street in Manhattan. He did this with $8,000 he’d saved from working at Pappas. (That would be about $75,000 today.)


Chelsea Chop House did pretty well from the start—not gangbusters, but not too bad, either. It was moving along. Getting by. But then something important happened. A disruption. My family’s first major disruption of the restaurant industry. (It would not be the last!)




My father realized that he could disrupt the system and accept the consequences. Everyone had warned him of the dangers of de-unionizing his restaurants, but my father understood there would be benefits, as well—and he was willing to take that risk!





Back in those days, most restaurant workers had to be unionized. Organizations like the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Union (HERE) were dominant in New York and boasted thousands of members. Unsatisfied with the work he was getting from his union employees at Chelsea Chop House, my father did the unthinkable and simply fired them. At the time, he was told by his peers: “You can’t do that! They’re union! There’ll be consequences.” My father did it anyway. He replaced the union workers with members of his own family—nephews, cousins, uncles, and so forth.


What followed were massive protests and union pickets outside of Chelsea Chop House. It received coverage in the New York Times and lots of other media outlets. Many of the papers ran with xenophobic headlines to the effect of IMMIGRANT KICKS OUT AMERICAN WORKERS.


But all of this had the opposite effect of what everyone expected!


Once people heard about the Greek-run steakhouse with the brazen immigrant owner, they wanted to try it. And when they did, they loved it! (True, some people avoided crossing a picket line, but many more decided to come in and see what all the fuss was about.)


Soon, my father was being celebrated by those who disliked unions in the hospitality industry. He had shown that things could be done in a different way if someone merely had the gumption to do it. Chelsea Chop House became a roaring success. At the same time, my dad’s brothers, George and Peter, returned from serving in Korea, and they became partners in the restaurant.


The triumvirate arrangement worked well at first, but soon the three brothers started to feel constrained by working so closely together in the same place every day. The good news was that due to the success they were having, the time was right to expand.


The brothers soon opened five new locations; three were in Queens, in Howard Beach, Bellerose, and Flushing; and two were on Long Island, one in Rockville Centre and one in Lawrence. Three brothers and six restaurants was a better ratio; they didn’t feel like they were always on top of one another. That arrangement more or less continued within my family until about 1980.


So where did I come in?


I was raised in this mix of entrepreneurs and disruptors—who also just happened to be my family members—and started working at the Chelsea Chop House in Howard Beach, Queens, when I was just six years old. This life was so far removed from the experience of typical six-year-olds that you may find this part of my tale hard to believe . . . but if you come from a family business, or you’ve worked in a family business, then I have a feeling my story will ring true!


The most important thing to understand is that my upbringing allowed me to see and experience a world that was vastly different from what most children are ever exposed to. It was as though, at an early age, I got to peek behind the curtain and see how the machinery of the world really worked.


I started working out on the floor of the restaurant with my dad doing little tasks here and there. It was 1973. There was always an interesting mix of customers and characters, but one of the first things I noticed was that my dad was always especially gracious to this one diminutive, elderly man who was a regular customer. Even at six years old, I could tell that this man was distinguished and important. My father made sure to give him the best table and the best service. I also noticed that nobody ever addressed him by his name. Yet I knew his name because I would always hear the managers say things like: “Make sure Mr. Gambino gets table number ten!” or “Get Mr. Gambino’s drink ready!”


I knew a lot for a six-year-old, but I didn’t know that Carlo Gambino was the head of the Gambino crime family and inarguably the most powerful person in any of the five mafia families of New York.


So, what did I do? (Remember, I’m six . . .)


One evening, Mr. Gambino comes in with a small group of men, and as always, he seems to be trying to stay underneath the radar. Anyone could tell he does not want to be recognized.


I walk up to the table with my water pitcher to pour everyone’s water, and I say, “Good evening, Mr. Gambino.”


You could have heard a pin drop. Everyone froze. I could see the alarm in the man’s eyes. He’s thinking, “I’ve taken all this trouble to keep a low profile, and a six-year-old knows who I am!”


But I’ll never forget what happened next. The other gentlemen at the table all started laughing. Then Gambino laughed, too. He motioned that I should come closer.


“C’mere kid,” he said. “Put the water down and sit next to me.”


I obeyed, and Gambino put his arm around me. He reached into his pocket, took out a twenty-dollar bill, and gave it to me. Then he said: “‘Hi’ is enough.”


I looked across the dining room and saw my father watching what was happening. His expression said: “Oh my God; Stratis is sitting with the gangsters! What’s going on?”




The restaurant industry was full of unspoken protocols and procedures that I didn’t understand as a kid. Why did we greet some customers by name, but never do that with Mr. Gambino? As time went by and I began to understand how the world really worked, it became clear to me that there was much here to disrupt and innovate . . . but also much to understand. Before attempting to disrupt something, you need to learn how it works completely!





I heard the men still laughing as I walked back to my father. My dad took me in the back and asked what had happened. Still bewildered, I told him: “Dad, all I did was go over the table, pour water, and say, ‘Good evening, Mister Gambino.’”


My father pointed out that we all called Gambino “sir” because he didn’t want his name to be mentioned. My father wasn’t mad at me, though. My father understood my error had not been purposeful.


In the end, I got twenty dollars and learned some valuable lessons about discretion, and about how the world of adults really works. I also understood that the floor of a restaurant could be a world of hidden protocols and secret conventions. And if I were going to succeed, I’d need to learn all of them.


As the years passed, I learned that discretion was important in very situation, but also that it meant different things at different times. Working in a restaurant, you see men with women who are not their wives. You see powerful people who want things a certain way. You see blue-collar workers, politicians, and criminals—all interacting together at once. (Far in the future, in 2009, a hedge fund was meeting in one of my restaurants, and I glimpsed a PowerPoint. It turned out this was billionaire financier John Paulson’s hedge fund, and their presentation said they were going to initiate a hostile takeover of Bank of America the next day. It’s amazing what you see working in restaurants!)


Because of this, I was a fast developer when it came to what today might be called “emotional intelligence.” I gained a keen understanding of how to deal with people of all different types. By the age of ten, I had street smarts that most adults don’t have at thirty.


But there was a trade-off. A kid doesn’t become so canny about the adult world at a young age without paying some price. And for me, the price was that once I saw that world, I didn’t want any other.


You see, in addition to working in my father’s restaurant, I attended school like any other kid. I had trouble feeling engaged by any of the things we studied in the classroom. (Other than math skills, which I saw could be useful in the business world, it was a challenge for me to care about the subjects the teachers taught us.) Living and working every night in the world of adults also made me feel separated from my schoolmates socially. Not only were they interested in different things, but it was also clear that their lives were very different in a fundamental way. They were still treated like little kids and had only the responsibilities of children. What was more, they had different plans for themselves. They anticipated futures different from mine. My schoolmates were going to follow courses charted by the world of traditional schooling and then find places for themselves within the status quo. Lawyers, doctors, teachers, accountants, firefighters—they were each going to be one of these things, and they were perfectly fine with that.


I already understood that whatever the future held for me, it would involve being independent, making my own way, and living and dying by my street smarts.


The word disruptor did not then exist as it does today, but let’s just say I was beginning to get the general idea.


* * *


My father continued to act as a mentor to me as the years went by. I sincerely looked up to him. Whenever there was a chance for me to become a part of his world in any new way, I always took it.


It may sound like a strange milestone to celebrate, but I was never so proud as when sometime in the mid-to-late 1970s my father was asked to do a series of radio commercials for American Express. By that time, my father had become perhaps the most prominent restaurateur in New York. Amex did not traditionally select restaurateurs as their spokespeople—especially ones with ethnic accents—so this was quite an accomplishment. I can still remember my excitement at turning on the radio and hearing his voice advising listeners that they could come to Chelsea Chop House and use their American Express card to buy anything that wasn’t nailed to the wall.


It was a remarkable time for my dad and for our entire family. Our fortunes were on the rise, and I felt like I was playing a small part in that.


* * *


Perhaps the most special moment of apprenticeship with my father occurred when he started taking me to the Fulton Fish Market.


First established in 1822, the Fulton Fish Market is the largest seafood market in the United States, and the second largest anywhere in the world. It’s the place where practically every serious player in the New York restaurant business goes to buy their fish.


To give you a sense of how important our weekly trips to the Fulton Fish Market were, when I was ten years old, my mother announced that she had planned a surprise trip for me and my siblings—my brother, Nick, and my sister, Helen—to go with her on a four-day vacation to Disney World. Any typical American kid would have been over the moon!


But I, already, was not a typical kid.


As my siblings jumped around celebrating this news, I soberly informed my mother that if it was all right with her, I would prefer to stay in New York with my father so I wouldn’t miss our trip to the Fulton Fish Market.


In a way, that market was my Disney World.


I loved the energy of the Fulton Fish Market. There was no place like it that I knew. It was full of action and adventure, and even danger. And unlike the things you could expect to experience at Disney World, this stuff was all real.




The Fulton Fish Market was another great example of understanding something tip to tail before you disrupt it. As a child, I gained a better understanding of the Fulton Fish Market than any other kid in the world. Years later, I would use new technology to disrupt that same market . . . but only my background knowledge and “family” connections made that disruption possible.





When I went to the Fulton Fish Market with my father, the adventures—and the life lessons—began the very moment he parked his truck.


My dad had an informally assigned parking space at 248 Dougherty, near the market, where he’d park up on the curb. (That number and spot was the street address, but also my father’s exclusive ID.) My father paid the local racketeers for the spot. Whenever my father made purchases at the market, he could just give the vendor the street address where his truck was parked, and the runners—who were called fishmongers—would deliver his purchase to his truck.


I remember the first time I watched my father park his truck at his assigned spot and then give a mysterious man standing nearby forty dollars. I asked him, “Why are you giving that man money? Does he work for the city?” My father explained to me that this was simply the politics of the market. If you paid the gentleman, then nothing would get stolen from your truck while you were there, and all the deliveries to your truck would arrive just fine.


What happened if you didn’t pay was driven home a few weeks later.


On another trip to the market, my father and I passed a man who had just finished parking his truck. When asked to pay, he started screaming at the gentleman collecting money: “Fuck you; you don’t work for the city!”


The gentleman in question promptly produced an icepick and popped the tires on the man’s truck. There were cops half a block away, and they took care not to notice anything that was going on. (This was New York in the seventies! You don’t pay? An icepick goes in your tires.)


I was bracingly aware that these things I was seeing held important lessons—the kind of lessons I was not going to learn on weekdays between 7:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. (My school did occasionally have cops come to our classes to give us lectures about staying on the straight and narrow, but information about how to look away at the right time when fees were being collected was somehow always omitted from their lectures . . .)


Anyhow, after parking our truck, my father and I would work our way into the market proper. It was two football fields full of vendors selling every kind of fish you could imagine. My father was active the whole time—inspecting, haggling, chatting, picking up fish to check the quality. All of it was electrifying to me.


I learned that there were tricks the vendors could use to soak the newbies and/or buyers who simply weren’t careful. For example, the most common was mixing in ice with the fish so that when it was weighed you paid for ice and not for fish. “Icing the scale” it was called.


Another trick was selling a box of fish with great-looking fish on top, but lousy fish on the bottom. My father knew this trick and would always flip the contents of the box over when the fish were put on the scale. (Pretty soon, the vendors all realized that he did this and would direct him to certain boxes of fish that were good all the way through.)


My father introduced me to all his regular vendors, and also to the heads of the market who were connected to La Cosa Nostra. The real boss of the market at the time was Alphonse “Allie Shades” Malangone, who was part of the Genovese crime family. But to me, he was just another guy keeping his hands warm beside one of the street-side garbage cans with a fire burning inside. Every time I saw him, I got a “Hey kid! How’s your dad?” At the time, I had no idea of the extent of Allie’s forbidding reputation; he just felt like a member of our extended family.


My uncle George—son of my granduncle Paul—would also run into us at the market. At the time, George was the buyer for the Grand Central Oyster Bar. That made him the largest buyer at the market, period. When he walked onto the scene, people just stopped whatever they were doing and watched him. He had the most money to spend, and everyone knew it. He could sometimes drop $100,000 in a single day on fish, and that’s in 1970s money!


In addition to George, we would also sometimes encounter my uncle Gus. He owned a restaurant named Moby Dick. We’d all meet for a family coffee nearby and share tips on which vendors had the best product that day.


One story that sticks in my mind from this era concerns the day my father bought an eight-hundred-pound box of Alaskan halibut. My father and the vendor, Herb Slavin, were absolutely screaming at each other as they haggled over the price of the fish. Herb was saying, “Eighty-five cents!” and my father was saying, “Eighty!” I’d never seen my father get so animated. Both men were using language and terms you wouldn’t use today. It was: “You fucking Jew!” and “You fucking Greek!” (This was one of my first trips to the market with my dad, and I didn’t yet know that Herb and my father went way back; this antagonism was ultimately done out of jocular love for each other. It was just another part of doing business!)


Anyhow, I was so alarmed by their arguing that I spoke up and said, “Dad, here! I’ve got a nickel you can have if that will make the difference!”


My father stopped haggling and sat me down on a wet box of fish. (My pants stank like fish all day!) He calmly explained to me that this matter concerned a difference of eight hundred nickels, which I certainly did not have.


But it all worked out in the end. Herb was so amused by my attempt to intercede that he gave my dad the price he wanted.


These sorts of exchanges were my real classes. They let me understand which parts of my schooling I might use in business one day, and which parts weren’t going to mean much out in the real world.


I also learned that people could argue like crazy over business matters but still respect or even love each other. Luckily, even as a kid, I was wise enough to understand that this sort of fighting—and the sort of words Herb and my father threw at each other, in particular—weren’t things I should ever repeat around my school friends.


* * *


Another lesson I learned from my father early on was not to give up even when the language of a contract (or even a law) seems to be against you. If you feel you’re in the right, then make your case. Literally, if you have to.


In the early 1970s, my father received an eviction notice from the landlord of the Chelsea Chop House in Howard Beach. My father was taken by surprise. However, he did a little checking and found out that the landlord was in the right. My father and his brothers had made a horrible error and simply forgotten who was in charge of managing the lease. Each one of them had thought another was on top of it, so nothing had been done, and the lease had simply run out.


Compounding the disaster was the fact that my father had recently done a complete gut renovation of the restaurant. This had cost him hundreds of thousands of dollars—the equivalent to millions today.


My father could have simply given up. After all, the landlord was in the right according to the law. The lease had indeed expired. My father could have slunk away, closed his restaurant despite the recent renovation, and eaten an enormous loss.




Disruptors succeed because they fight for what’s right. When they see a better way to do something, they insist that it be done. Whether you are facing an unfair law, unjust regulation, or a rule that simply makes no sense—you should challenge it, disrupt it, do whatever it takes to makes your case that things should be different. Never lie down and say: “Well, what can I do? Those are the rules.”





But my father did not give up. When the landlord proved intractable, my father took him to court. My father and his legal team made the case that even though he had technically allowed the lease to expire—by accident—he had shown “good faith” by investing in the space he was renting. Because of this, it would be unreasonable for any sensible person to conclude that my father had intended not to renew the lease.


The case went to court, and a judge found in favor of my father. He was allowed to renew his lease. (The court case became precedent-setting and is now even taught in law school classes. You can look it up: “J.N.A. Realty Corp. v. Chelsea.”) The American justice system decided that when it is obvious that someone meant to renew a lease, but failed to do so simply because of an oversight, they should be allowed to have the option to renew it when that oversight is revealed.


My father had disrupted the very legal system itself! Moreover, he had taught me a lesson. There are laws, but laws can be changed. There are contracts, but contracts can be unfair and wrong. And rulings can always be overruled.


When you’re in a situation where even the law seems against you, you should keep fighting if you still think you’re right. Things can go your way. My dad was living proof!


TAKEAWAYS FOR FUTURE DISRUPTORS




	Disruptors are willing to think the unthinkable and do the undoable.


	You can’t disrupt a system before you gain an effective understanding of that system.


	No contract is unbreakable. Never act like one is.












CHAPTER TWO:
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The Mindset of a Disruptor—Think Different!




The life of a disruptor is a journey, not a destination. Plan to be a disruptor your whole life. Plenty of people come up with a single innovation or disruption that allows them to become successful . . . only to have that success stolen away. A disruptor must always keep their guard up and defend whatever they have built. This is a hard lesson to learn, and an even harder one to implement. But making sure you keep an eye on your enterprise is part of being a lifelong disruptor—which is the only way to be. You’ll need to erase from your mind the paradigm that there is only one way to solve a problem. When you are presented with options, ask yourself: “Why is this the paradigm? Are these the only options? What if there are others?” This leads naturally into considerations of your business. When a venture is not successful, look at the broader reasons. The most likely culprit may not be the guilty one. Finally, realize that the metrics by which you are judged may not be the ones that truly matter to you. As this chapter will show, my own life had many examples of being judged by criteria that were not meaningful to me. As a result, I was constantly underestimated. It’s a common occurrence for disruptors!





My dad’s disruption of the industry model had succeeded, and his restaurant empire continued to expand. However, he eventually reached a point where he wanted to go out on his own entirely and no longer partner with any of his brothers. That would mean winding down the Chelsea Chop House locations. It so happened that fate would have a hand in easing that transition along. The way things went down also provided another very important life lesson for me. My father had spent his life achieving success by disrupting the dominant model—but opportunists were waiting to take advantage of his hard work and steal what my father had built for themselves. I learned early on that a disruptor must be ever watchful, and always be on the lookout for swindlers and criminals.


In the Chelsea Chop House location in Rockville Centre, my dad employed a man named Mike Berthebes as a manager. Berthebes was a distant cousin of ours somehow. Initially, my dad hadn’t wanted to employ him—he just didn’t get a good vibe from the guy—but our uncle Pete was close with him and had insisted on it.


My dad’s intuition about Berthebes turned out to be right on the money. Unbeknownst to us, Berthebes had started stealing customer credit card numbers. He then used them to create fraudulent accounts at Clappers Clothing Store in Garden City, Long Island (some employees there were colluding with him), and engage in what today we call identity theft. Before long, the feds busted the ring and arrested Berthebes along with several of the employees at the department store. The arrests broke in the press, along with the details of how the scheme had worked. Business at Chelsea Chop House in Rockville Centre immediately dropped by 50 percent. This was back when credit cards were still a new technology (with which some consumers were not yet completely comfortable), and nobody wanted to eat at a place where your credit card numbers were apparently unsafe.




If my father hadn’t been ready to wind down the Chelsea Chop House in Rockville Centre, this scandal would have been ruinous for us. Always keep an eye out for criminals and make an example of them whenever possible!





Berthebes was put on trial and found guilty. My father wanted him to go away for a long time. But at sentencing, my uncle Peter, still his friend to the end, pled for the judge to go easy on him. Apparently, this worked. Though he was eligible to receive up to seven years behind bars, he walked away with three years’ probation. But as far as we were concerned, the damage was done. The brand of our Chelsea Chop House restaurants was tarnished, and this location was tarnished beyond saving. (I will note that Berthebes is still working in the restaurant industry, which disturbs me deeply. He has been lauded by magazines for stunts like once-a-year events where he feeds the homeless in his restaurants. Newsday once featured his charitable work, and their profile of him made the man look like some kind of hero! I wish reporters would dig a little deeper and learn the whole story about the people they profile.)


The larger lesson here was that you have to take crooks seriously, and you always have to protect yourself. The damage done by a single bad employee can come back to reflect badly on your whole business. (The Rockville Centre location of Chelsea Chop House was briefly reincarnated as The Atlantis Diner—another business my family owned—but it was only in that location briefly. We still own the property, and our current tenant is The Golden Reef Diner.)


* * *


Our family had to deal with crooks again just a few years later. However, in this second instance, it was clear that my father had now learned his lesson. Let me tell you about Peter and Jimmy Salates . . .


Just like Berthebes, these two were distant relatives who’d come to us looking for work. My father and uncles had given them positions as managers at Longhorn Trails Steakhouse, a business we opened briefly that ran concurrent with the Chelsea Chop Houses.


My father was always aware that the numbers weren’t adding up right at Longhorn. Business was great and people were dropping lots of money, but the profits never seemed to come in at the end of the day. The restaurant should have been making us much more money than it was.


My father suspected that Peter and Jimmy were stealing, but he couldn’t yet prove it. So, what did my father do? He decided to be proactive about defending what he had built! Specifically, he started discreetly marking the cash that went into the safe at the end of each night. Then he could tell if a bill came through Longhorn because it would be discreetly tagged with a pen or pencil mark. (In addition to the lack of profits, my father was also suspicious because the head of the local bank had called him to tip him off that when Jimmy came in to drop off money, he was dividing the deposits into two accounts—and one was in his own name.)


This was a long-term play by my dad, but it paid off. After the trap had been set for a while, and he’d been marking bills for months and months, he finally made his move.


My father told Peter and Jimmy that he was looking to sell Longhorn. Suddenly, the pair said they had the money and would like to buy it. (My father knew Peter and Jimmy never had any money. Still, he played along.) My father agreed to a price of $300,000. Peter and Jimmy asked if my dad would accept cash at closing . . . just as he had expected they would.


My father agreed, and they set up a meeting to do the sale. Peter and Jimmy arrived with the money, and my father arrived with some of his people (including me) and said he wanted to count the cash then and there. Peter and Jimmy told him sure. But my dad wasn’t just counting it; he was checking for his own markings. And what did he find? Sure enough, about $250,000 of the $300,000 was marked. They had stolen that money from the Longhorn safe and were trying to buy a steakhouse from my dad with his own money.


How did it end?




My father’s treatment of Peter and Jimmy was harsh, but it was what they deserved. What’s more, it got the word on the street. Now everyone knew my father was the kind of guy who would defend his interests and never allow himself to be robbed.





Let’s just say that there was a physical altercation—I’d never seen my father grab anybody by the throat before!—and Jimmy ended up “falling down some stairs.”


My father walked away with his stolen money, and I took another dose of an old life lesson: you must always protect what you have built! Those who betray you can be family members. In fact, those who betray you may be likely to be family members. You can’t let your guard down just because someone is your distant cousin!


* * *


The years 1978 and 1979 were a time of transition for my father. The Chelsea Chop House name remained tarnished from the Berthebes scandal, and it was tough to get new projects off the ground.


An important lesson in the restaurant industry is that management and ownership are conflated in the mind of the consumer. That is to say: they’re the same thing as far as customers go. The fact that it was a manager at Chelsea Chop House who’d been crooked and now that manager was fired didn’t matter to the customers. Unfairly or not, customers don’t care how a problem came about, or if it has been remedied. When they have a bad association with a business, they don’t probe any deeper into the details.


After splitting with his brothers, my father found a great location to open a new restaurant in Syosset, Long Island. The property was seven thousand square feet. There were three little stores with space for small businesses (such as a nail salon) and one larger space for a restaurant. There was actually already a restaurant in the space called Manero’s. The way my father approached obtaining this space ended up being a powerful lesson in disruption for me.




My father could have accepted Dowd’s offer: “Either take the lease from me at the price I name or pass on the opportunity entirely.” But my father disrupted that model and found another way forward: he bought the entire building!





My father began by meeting with Tony Dowd, the founder and owner of Manero’s. My father told him, “I want to open a restaurant here. I love your space! Would you consider closing Manero’s? Can we make a deal?”


Dowd replied that he wanted $400,000 for a three-year lease, but the option had to be agreed to by the landlord. It was gradually revealed that Dowd himself was just a tenant; he didn’t own the space and would be subleasing to us. My father considered this carefully. (Although just twelve years old at the time, I was present at these meetings and carefully watching the chess game between my father and Dowd.)


My father was not satisfied with the terms Dowd kept coming back with, so he took a different approach (also providing a lesson for me): He kept digging. He kept peeling the onion. He looked at new ways to solve the problem.


Again (though we didn’t have the term then), he was being a disruptor.


My father did some research on his own and found that the owner of the property was an elderly woman named Mrs. Showbitz who lived in Palm Beach, Florida.


My father got on a plane to Palm Beach, knocked on her door, and said he wanted to buy the property. She was open to the idea and said that for $450,000 my father could buy the property outright—the restaurant space and the three retail spaces. My father, canny as he was, said he was thinking more along the lines of $350,000. Eventually, they compromised at $400,000.


My father bought the whole property for what Dowd wanted for a three-year lease of just the restaurant space.


I’ll never forget going with my father to eat at Manero’s after the sale went through. Dowd came over and sat down with us. He got all chatty and eventually worked things around to business, asking my father if he was still interested in making a deal. My father said, “Don’t worry about that. You’ll get a notice in about six months to leave your restaurant when the lease is up.”


Dowd said, “What the fuck are you talking about?”


My father said, “I’m your new landlord, and I’m not renewing your lease.”


I’ll never forget the stunned look on Dowd’s face. He’d been trying to put one over on my father, and my father had put one over on him! How? Through diligence, creativity, and by not accepting that there was just one way to solve a problem.


After Manero’s closed down, my father opened a successful restaurant in that space called King of the Sea.


My father and his family became pretty wealthy because they always owned the properties where their restaurants were located. So, if the businesses didn’t do too well, they could still sell the business and the land underneath it. In the restaurant industry, we call this “key money.” What made my father’s generation wealthy was that they believed in owning the property whenever possible. (It’s also colloquially known as “the immigrant’s pension,” though my father never loved that term. I also used to call it “the uneducated’s pension.”)


And what of Dowd? He actually moved across the street and reopened Manero’s in a building that was right next to a Crazy Eddie’s appliance store, but it was never the same.


* * *


An interesting tradition my father had that I should note: He always gave me a dollar on my birthday for however many years old I was. He’d give me one dollar when I turned one, a couple of bucks when I turned two, and so forth. When I was old enough, I told him, “I can’t wait until I’m fifty!”


Now, this wasn’t the only money I had at the time. Between the ages of six and ten, I could make between one and five dollars a night working in my dad’s restaurant.


My father would always make a point to pay me at the end of every evening. (Whenever it seemed like times were tough, I’d always tell my dad, “Keep it! You need it more than I do.”) Often, my father would give me my pay when there were still guests in the restaurant and make a point to do it in front of them. It was a little gimmick that the diners always thought was cute, giving a buck or two to a little kid.




It’s important to know the value of a dollar, but it’s also important to be kind to those you work with.





Anyhow, here’s the important thing: I always knew the value of a dollar. My father made sure that this was as essential as eating and breathing for me. Knowing what things cost and knowing the value of my own labor has always been a part of my life. My father made damn sure of that.


During this time, my father also taught me the value of kindness, and having the backs of your employees.


My father had a dishwasher in the Chelsea Chop House location in Howard Beach named Paul. He came over as an immigrant and worked as a dishwasher. One night there was an ICE raid. Paul didn’t have papers. Quickly, my father took all the soiled napkins and the rags used to clean the fryers and grills and threw them on top of Paul while he hid in a laundry bag. It couldn’t have been nice for Paul, but it worked. ICE never found him. Paul always said that if my father hadn’t done that, he would have been sent back to Greece. (Twenty years later, Paul bought that location of Chelsea Chop House and ran it until 1987 as the Chelsea House.)


* * *


When my father sold the last Chelsea Chop House in 1979, that left just one restaurant that my dad still partially owned along with his brothers: the Atlantis Diner. The Atlantis was a Greek diner and was not the most remarkable place in terms of my family’s restaurant holdings. However, the Atlantis turned out to have other important lessons to teach me.
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