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DANIEL JOHNNES

CHAPTER 1
A First Taste: 1966
If I look back and try to figure out where this whole journey 
started, I think I would place myself at a table right in front of 
the pass at restaurant Lutece on East 50th Street in Manhattan  
in 1966. My mom decided to take my brother, sister, and me out 
for a real French meal. And Lutece, at the time, was the ne plus 
ultra of classic French dining in New York City, if not the country. 
I remember being greeted by Madame Soltner with a warm 
bonsoir and quickly being led by the maître d’ to our table at an 
area in front of the kitchen leading into the main dining room.  
I could hear the chatter in the kitchen, the sounds of sizzling 
pans, the smells, the puffs of steam and smoke, and the white 
toques parading within view of us. Chef Andre Soltner came  
to the table in his starched whites and with a welcoming smile. 
He wished us a pleasant dinner: Bon appétit. I was excited. My 
heart was racing, and I was hungry. Hungry for food, but also 
hungry to know more about “the show” unfolding before me. 

CHAPTER 2
Passion: 1974–78
I looked out my window one misty morning after traveling for 
what seemed like three weeks. In reality, it was about 24 hours. 
We took off from JFK, made a stop in Reykjavik, Iceland, landed 
in Paris, then transferred to Gare de Lyon for a slow train to 
Avignon, where we were met by the host couple who rented us 
their home in a small village, Le Barroux, in the Vaucluse. It was 
about 9pm and dark. After another 30-minute drive, we pulled 
into the garage of the house where my mother, sister, and I 
would spend the next six months. 

The view from my window was breathtaking. I’m sure if  
I’d stretched my arm just another several inches I could have 
touched the wall of the house across the street. The village was 
built sometime in the late 14th century, and the streets were  
only wide enough for a donkey cart or a small Renault. 

Most perplexing was the language I heard spoken in the 
street below my window. It sounded nothing like what I had 
heard in the intensive French class I took at the Alliance 
Française for the three months before I left my comfortable 
house in Westchester. It had a certain twang, and there were 
unrecognizable words as well—many of them. Granted, in  
those three months I learned only rudimentary phrases, but I 
knew I was in strange territory here. I learned they weren’t 
speaking classic French at all, but Provençal dialect, the sing-
songy local language spoken in this region of France for 
centuries. It sounded more like a mix of Italian and French  
and had a distinctly Mediterranean cadence and warmth.

My mother, who had decided to leave the comforts of New 
York and spend the next six months in France, imposed this 
adventure on us. I was struggling with adolescence, like every 
normal teenager, and my mom knew it would be best to change 
my surroundings and friends. I was just entering college and 
enrolled for my first semester in an international program at  
the University of Grenoble. 

I quickly fell in love with the language. But before falling in 
love with it, I started dating a French girl from that same small 
village where my mom was renting the house with the donkey-
cart–wide streets. The young woman across the street was not 
only beautiful and charming but also receptive to the oldest line 
in the book: “Would you please help me with my homework?”

That was the beginning of a relationship that lasted about 
four years and brought me up close to French culture in real 
time. I would spend days and even months with her family 
learning colloquial and literary French, learning the Provençal 
dialect, the local cuisine, and the aromas of Provence, which,  
to a city boy, were foreign and powerful. I was smitten  
by the local market, where the aromas of fresh peaches, apricots, 
cherries, tomatoes, melons, lavender, rosemary, and thyme 
awakened my senses and taught me how to pay attention to 
smell, taste, touch, and sound. 

One summer, my girlfriend had a friend working as the  
chef at a summer camp in the small village of Bedoin. He offered 
us some summer work as a chef’s assistant and waiter. The  
pay was poor, but it kept us busy and gave me an introduction  
to the restaurant business. Not many restaurants were like this 
one, however. In order to enter the camp as a guest or employee, 
you had to remove all your clothes and leave them in a locker. 
You could then go about your business—a nudist camp!

The chef, Robert, taught me how to make ratatouille, 
bouillabaisse, pistou, and many other regional specialties that 
the visiting Scandinavians, Belgians, and Germans were craving. 
Clearly they were also craving a little Mediterranean sun—all 
over. In fact, this camp was a family resort for people of all ages 
who were interested in good food, wine, and relaxation.

That first summer, I worked at the restaurant in the kitchen 
and as a server. The second year, I was trained to run the bar.  
So, my first taste of the restaurant business was a little unusual, 
but I did learn discipline and how to read guests’ needs by 
watching their eyes and expressions.

CHAPTER 3
Training in the big city and France: 1978–85
After my full-on French experience, I knew that whatever I did  
in life, I wanted France and French to be right next to me in one 
way or another and stay by my side for the journey.

After my culinary escapades in Provence, it seems obvious 
today that food and wine would play a large role in my career. 
But back then, it wasn’t. I did know, however, that I needed to 
keep speaking French unless I was willing to lose it. I wasn’t. 

So, back in New York in 1978, I took a job with a French 
cruise line but never got to use my French. To make a little  
extra money I became a busboy in a tavern in Hell’s Kitchen  
on the west side of Manhattan. That is where I fell in love with 
the restaurant business. The energy, the teamwork, learning 
about food and wine, talking with guests and enhancing their 
dining experience, I realized how much I enjoyed the hospitality 
industry. I took some cooking classes and some wine classes,  
but mostly I read books and tasted as much as possible.

I met chef Guy Savoy and asked if I could do a stage in his 
restaurant in Paris. He agreed, and I left to spend a year training 
in France. I went to Guy Savoy and saw for the first time the 
precision, rigor, and dedication required to operate a fine-dining 
French restaurant. I then spent six months in a boulangerie in 
Paris learning to bake and make bread, before taking off to the 
Landes for six months to work in a small country restaurant near 
Michel Guérard in Eugénie-les-Bains. 

Here, in a small village, Luxey, I was lonely, with no English- 
speaking people my own age. The owners wouldn’t socialize 
with the workers, and the other workers were closer to 16 years 
old than my 27. But there wasn’t that much time to be lonely or 
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think about anything other than food. Trucks would pull up with 
hundreds of kilos of cèpe mushrooms, and I would spend hours 
cleaning them. Or the local hunters would arrive with several 
dozen palombes [wood pigeons] and give me the job of plucking 
and gutting them for roasting and salmi preparations. There 
were also long hours of de-veining fatty duck livers for the 
foie gras. Or stuffing duck necks, or making confit, or being on 
duty during the long Sunday meal service. 

I even spent a month on a duck farm in the Perigord, 
learning everything about preparing ducks—confit, stuffed 
necks, hearts, magret, and of course foie gras. On weekends,  
I would go to Bordeaux to taste wine, see the vineyards, and  
visit wineries. I traveled up to Roanne to visit a friend who was 
cooking at Maison Troisgros and was able to observe the  
kitchen there. I took notes and practiced the recipes on my 
friends in Paris or New York when I got home. I took it all in.

After returning to New York, I worked in a wine retail store 
for a year. One winter, the Burgundy buyer took me on my first 
trip to Burgundy. I will never forget it. In fact, I can still smell  
the damp mold and feel the cool moist air of descending into  
the cellar of Dr Georges Mugneret, tasting his sensuous, soulful 
wine and the joy of receiving from him a gift of a Clos Vougeot 
from my birth year, 1955. That changed my world!

Around the same time, I asked that same retailer to 
recommend a really great bottle of wine I could bring to 
Thanksgiving at my mom’s house. Until that Thanksgiving, I  
had never tasted a wine on that level. It was E Guigal’s Côte  
Rôtie La Mouline 1976, which at the time cost $30. I thought  
it was expensive, but I wanted to experience a great bottle  
and show off to my mom and share my excitement for my 
budding career. To this day, this is one of the greatest wines I 
have ever had. How could grape juice taste this good? It blew my 
mind and confirmed this was the direction I wanted to take.

So, armed with some knowledge, but mostly with passion 
and a little courage, I applied for a job at Le Regence in the Plaza 
Athenée hotel just opening in New York. The executive chef was 
Daniel Boulud. It was 1984. I decided not to work in the kitchen 
and got a job as a runner/waiter in the luxurious dining room. 

CHAPTER 4
Establishing the career: 1985–2005
That is where I met Drew Nieporent, who was planning to  
open a small restaurant in Tribeca: Montrachet. I liked Drew  
and his concept. There was really nothing like it at the time. His 
idea was to create an informal/formal restaurant in a pioneer 
area of the city. By informal/formal I mean fine dining  
without the pretense or formality of the fancy uptown French 
restaurants. When people would call to ask the dress code,  
his answer was, “Nothing, as long as the feet and genitals are 
covered.” The chef was David Bouley, who quickly earned three 
stars from The New York Times. At first, Drew didn’t have  
a job for me. He had a full staff for the opening. But I insisted he 
give me a chance, so he hired me as one of the waiters. The wine 
list was small—about 150 selections across white, red, sparkling, 
and sweet wine. It was divided between French and American.

Shortly after Drew got three stars, the phone rang off the  
hook, and he needed to share some of the responsibilities. I had 
no formal training, but since I had an interest in wine and I had 
some knowledge from my days living and working in France,  
as well as from travels to Burgundy and from the few wine 

classes I took, I offered to help maintain the list. He accepted, 
and I was finally in my element. I can never thank Drew enough 
for having the trust and vision to give me that autonomy. 

We were open only for dinner, except on Fridays, but I would 
come in at 9 or 10 in the morning to maintain the list. I would 
receive wine on a daily basis and put it away. Stock the low boy, 
dust the bottles on the shelves, make sure the glasses were 
washed and decanters cleaned. I would put in those extra hours 
for no pay. I was driven and knew I had an opportunity of a 
lifetime: working in the hottest restaurant in New York, carving 
out a place for myself in a restaurant named after the greatest 
dry white wine on the planet, and wanting to seize the moment. 
Again, I had no idea how this commitment would pay off, but  
I was not thinking about fame and fortune. I was only focusing 
on my task at hand and the joy I had in executing it, no matter 
how many hours it required. 

At the time, Burgundy was not as popular as it is today. The 
greatest producers weren’t allocated, and the prices were more 
than affordable. I had been to Burgundy a few years earlier and 
fell in love with the wines and the people. I knew we could build 
a Burgundy list at Montrachet. And I did. I gave the wine list an 

identity, and when Wine Spectator awarded us the Grand Award 
we were the first restaurant to be given this honor for great 
depth in one region. Till then, all such lists were deep in all  
areas. And in 1998, we were named by that same publication  
the best wine restaurant in New York City. Identity is what I still 
try to give every wine list I work on today. 

I was so plugged in and excited, almost nothing else 
mattered. But I had a young family, with two little boys at home. 
I remember one night, just after Christmas, when one of our  
best customers came into the restaurant alone. He wanted to 
thank me for serving and educating him that year and asked for 
our best white Burgundy. I brought him three wines to choose 
from. He decided on the DRC Montrachet 1973, a wine that was  
selling for $1,500 a bottle. Today, it would be at least $5,000.  
I told him we had only three bottles left and I needed two for a 
special event. He drank it and shared a glass with us. I called my 
wife to tell her I would be a little late. When he said he wanted 
the second bottle, I had two dilemmas. 1: Did I let him have one 
of the two bottles I was saving? And 2: Did I dare call home to 
say, “I’ll be a little late, go ahead and start eating without me”? 
The real trouble started when he said he wanted the third  
bottle. Wow, that was going to wipe me out of that wine, and 
more important, what could I tell my wife? Well, this guy was 
our best customer, he had spent a lot of money with us over  

the year, and it was an amazing opportunity for me to taste  
this truly extraordinary wine—so, I really had no choice but  
to call home. “Honey? Guess what. I’m going to be late.” 
Fortunately, we are still married, 30 years later. 

After a few years, I decided I wanted to get back to France  
in order to preserve my language skills. In order to do this, I  
had the idea of going to some of the obscure wine regions of  
France, to look for the best producers to import and put on the 
wine list at Montrachet. I went to Gaillac and St Pourçain. Even 
today, these regions are little known, but I wanted to get into 
deep France—la France profonde—the heart and soul of the 
country, and then be able to share these “discoveries” with  
an ever-growing and enthusiastic American public.

These travels and discoveries became the seeds from  
which my import business would grow. I never intended to  
be an importer. I was only trying to embellish the wine list at 
Montrachet with some interesting selections and keep the 
program alive. A wine list needs to keep the customer’s  
interest and to change with seasons, menus, and fashion.  
Quickly, however, the press took note, not only of these  
unique country wines never before imported to the United 
States, but also how a sommelier was making his own selections 
from France and importing directly from the producer. 

Around the same time, or maybe a few years later, I started 
inviting winemakers from Burgundy to present their wines.  
For many, these were their first visits to New York and the USA. 
These dinners eventually led to the creation of the Burgundy 
Club, to give focus to the dinners and to give the guests a forum 
to join, to add another dimension to the restaurant. It was also 
my way of bringing wine to life beyond a critic’s review and  
a score. For me, meeting and hearing from the winemakers 
themselves was an important part of the experience.

These wine dinners grew in scope and scale to become  
La Paulée de New York and then La Paulée de San Francisco. 
Today, La Paulée occurs annually, hosting tastings, seminars, 
lunches, dinners, and auctions for a large international audience. 
Just this past year, we launched La Fête du Champagne, a similar 
format intended to celebrate, and educate consumers about, the 
wines, cuisine, culture, and winemakers of Champagne. 

All of these activities—the import company, La Paulée, La 
Fête—grew alongside my day/night job on the floor. 

CHAPTER 5 
Rock and roll: 2005 to present
The heat was really turned up when in 2005 I was offered the 
position of wine director for chef Daniel Boulud. Daniel  
wanted to open a wine bar (Bar Boulud) and several other 
restaurants over the next few years. I saw it as another 
opportunity of a lifetime to work with a chef who takes wine 
seriously and allows me to have a large stage to work on.

Using a musical analogy, I saw myself as a backup player  
in a band, filling in the sound and keeping beat with the lead 
singer or guitar player, creating a full, balanced sound.

Most important of all, I was able to give identity to  
every concept and define the program, so it would harmonize 
with the vision of the chef. Needless to say, I grabbed this 
opportunity, and today I enjoy working as a chef d’orchestra, 
leading a band of sensational sommeliers, each putting their 
personality into their programs, with me liaising between  
them and the chef.

Way back in 1974, when I first discovered that passion  
by happenstance, I never would have dreamed of doing what 
I’m doing today. I luckily discovered the aromas and flavors of 
Provence and of all France. And then, after working as a waiter 
and learning what it was like to be on a team, and learning  
how to read a table and a customer, I was able to develop a  
career as a sommelier and entrepreneur in the world of wine.

When I first started as a sommelier in 1985, I was lucky  
to be part of an industry that was young, naive, and bursting  
with enthusiasm. Willing to push boundaries and introduce 
new concepts in dining, we were like explorers on a new 
frontier. I had no idea where I was going. I was just swept  
up in the enthusiasm of the scene and taking chances.  
There were not many sommeliers in New York at the time.  
Americans were just starting to take a serious interest in wine. 
The Judgment of Paris occurred not even ten years earlier, 
putting California on the map as a region that could produce 
wine to rival the best of France. Few wines were available from 
Sicily, Corsica, Greece, New Zealand, Austria, Priorat, Slovenia, 
Washington State, Oregon, or even the Jura. 

Today we are living in the golden age of wine. Wine is 
produced in every state in the United States, and offerings from 
almost every wine-producing country in the world are available 
in stores on our shores. 

There are scores of young people enthusiastically looking  
to become a sommelier. I am not very concerned about how 
much they know or what competitions they are preparing for. 
The first thing I want to know is what lit the fire that is driving 
them in the direction of being a sommelier. Did they have that 
Andre Soltner moment or the smell of a humid cool cellar?  
Was it a person, a place, a smell, a bottle? What was the spark,  
and can they communicate that passion? If I could write an  
open letter to all these aspiring sommeliers I would say: 

Dear sommeliers
First of all, if you want to work in the food and wine industries, 
you must love food and wine. 

Second, you cannot become a good sommelier until you 
have become a great waiter. This business requires a great deal 
of psychology. You can’t read a guest from passing a wine 
competition, and you need to be able to read the guest if you  
are going to be helpful to them. They do not want to hear you 
give a lecture on the grape varieties of Croatia.

Give identity to your wine list and program. But make sure  
it is not a lone satellite wandering along its own path. It has  
to harmonize with the rest of the band (chef, atmosphere,  
price point, clientele, neighborhood). Remember you are just 
one of the musicians, not the whole sound. 

You’re never above the duties of a stock boy, especially as  
you take on more responsibility. The best way to learn about 
wine is to touch the bottles. Unpack the cases, inventory them, 
bin them, and do the administrative work to make sure your 
wine list is clean and up to date. Buckle down, and embrace  
the dirty work.

Find your passion, and pursue it without the distractions  
of fame and money. The money and fame may follow. If you  
are going to work such long hours and perform a lot of menial 
tasks before the curtain goes up for service, don’t expect to get 
rich quick. Or ever, for that matter. 

Stick with it. Give it time. Join a band, and let it rock!  ▉

I can still smell the damp mold and 
feel the cool moist air of the cellar 
of Dr Georges Mugneret, 
tasting his sensuous, soulful 
wine and the joy of receiving a gift  
of a Clos Vougeot from my birth 
year. That changed my world!


