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Old chef, new money: Bonny & Read
seafood eatery replaces Brasserie Saison
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Read, a seafood eatery, held a soft launch on Nov. 13 with an executive chef who’s a
familiar face from the old regime: Chris Humphrey.

“February 14 was my last day cooking in this kitchen,” Humphrey told The Daily
Progress between platings. “I'm not going to say it feels like coming home, because it

isn’t, but in a way, it does, because I'm comfortable with the kitchen.”

LOCAL NEWS
'The biggest mess": His restaurant empire is dead, but Hunter Smith won't quit
Hawes Spencer

Humphrey said he hopes that the Thursday-through-Sunday, dinner-only restaurant

will be as popular with the public as it is with him.

“The area that we’re in, the mid-Atlantic, has some of the best seafood in the country,”

said Humphrey. “It’s my favorite thing to cook.”
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Chris Humphrey, head chef at Bonny & Read, prepares food in the kitchen during a soft launch on Monday, Nov. 13, 2023.
CAL CARY, THE DAILY PROGRESS

Guests at the soft launch were choosing from five appetizers, which included she crab
soup and tuna carpaccio, a raw fish served with quail eggs and drizzled with a foie
gras mayonnaise. There were six entrees, including a whole grilled branzino spread
out and over the edges of its plate as well as pan-seared scallops over black lentils and

a well-oiled cluster of chopped turnips.
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“It’s delicious,” enthused one woman leaving with a box of leftovers.

BUSINESS
Siren restaurant closes, owner blames Hunter Smith
Jason Armesto

The owner is Stefan Friedman, a former venture capitalist who in the 1990s helped
develop digiTRADE, the first online stock trading platform. More recently, Friedman

has turned his attention to hospitality and business turnarounds.

“I have a passion for fixing things,” Friedman told The Daily Progress.

Chris Humphrey, head chef at Bonny & Read, prepares food in the kitchen during a soft launch on Monday, Nov. 13, 2023.
CAL CARY, THE DAILY PROGRESS

The location needed some fixing. Last spring, the Franco-Belgian bistro that once
inhabited the real estate, Brasserie Saison, was a casualty of Hunter Smith’s
crumbling restaurant empire. Latin eatery Passiflora, also on the Downtown Mall, as
well as all of the Champion-branded pubs in Charlottesville and Central Virginia shut

down amid allegations of poor management, unpaid workers and mounting debits.

What Friedman found at 111 E. Main St. was essentially a turn-key venue located
directly across from the Jefferson Theater. The space gave him a chance to break away
from the casual fare dominating two of his other establishments: Draft, a COVID-
shuttered sports bar, and Ace Biscuit & Barbecue, an off-Preston Avenue eatery that

he purchased in April.
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BUSINESS
Restaurateur Laura Fonner celebrated in bittersweet farewell at Siren
Jason Armesto

“I accidentally got into the restaurant business by getting into the bar business with
Draft,” said Friedman, who promises to reopen that beer-by-the-ounce place under a

new name next spring.

The name of Friedman’s new restaurant comes from the story of Ann Bonny and Mary

Read, a pair of 18th-century lady pirates.

Stefan Friedman, owner of Charlottesville seafood restaurant Bonny & Read, poses for a photo at a soft launch on Monday, Nov. 13, 2023.
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“They had to make their way as women in a man’s world,” said Friedman. “They

cross-dressed so they would be accepted and then would pillage and conquer.”

As a smiling couple and child strolled out toting their to-go boxes Monday night,

Friedman beamed.

BUSINESS
The Siren returns: Hunter Smith's empire is dead, but Laura Fonner isn't
Jason Armesto

“When people leave with the doggie bag, we know we did something right,” he said.

“I've always had strong opinions about fine dining,” he continued. “I'm a workaholic,

and I'm passionate about food.”


https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsvvQJgmMt6Tkkj9Lf4GT5vl1YPnzUgelgSijfsbrOBlFEpevNRiDyjRGJvvGdh-ltknawdlMNzIdmh_zcnJzup3oQoSA8t7bxm0tuIt-2SUC6HAIANWSO4Mann4HCdJSDPurN7bDlubbffF8AWinMvKlsEbClszzd627o-yw0owPCfLe5K2UyzKo5ZAABYsVBsDAgXAwJ99XrmLHZhx4CazBNmA8Ix0zRs6CtuiENNpttQ2fTjvVX0F6rYjqPyjxbLeWhqughf6HiEJhKamNWxFaDSDaaG3OkYZSo8P0qsgDhvMpObkagmSOC5A9SVLxxDUCG6LElHPuBBIfznes_qVA6lh-0MadsY0YpMRSjGHdAvbwVUO3JoVGNOooYwDRQ9vXIU_VA%2526sai%253DAMfl-YRaE8SIo6HQvmTrNbIYpJFbthSp6oAeK5RaN3BCO6lfsFnVQ2trlARcwrNtt0zsUpO_mTM8yjsuCPAM3Os%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzAEoIkg0iz8kEAE%2526fbs_aeid%253D%25255Bgw_fbsaeid%25255D%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253Dhttps://dailyprogress.com/exclusive/where-your-story-lives/?utm_source=dailyprogress.com&utm_medium=display&utm_campaign=brandcampaign_Charlottesville_RADV1
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business/restaurateur-laura-fonner-celebrated-in-bittersweet-farewell-at-siren/article_3ecc605e-2cba-11ee-8f1c-db3133f923e4.html#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/users/profile/Jason_Armesto
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business/restaurateur-laura-fonner-celebrated-in-bittersweet-farewell-at-siren/article_3ecc605e-2cba-11ee-8f1c-db3133f923e4.html#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business/restaurateur-laura-fonner-celebrated-in-bittersweet-farewell-at-siren/article_3ecc605e-2cba-11ee-8f1c-db3133f923e4.html#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business/the-siren-returns-hunter-smiths-empire-is-dead-but-laura-fonner-isnt/article_d5bb9a78-3c7f-11ee-82c3-67396834ab0c.html#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/users/profile/Jason_Armesto
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business/the-siren-returns-hunter-smiths-empire-is-dead-but-laura-fonner-isnt/article_d5bb9a78-3c7f-11ee-82c3-67396834ab0c.html#tracking-source=in-article
https://dailyprogress.com/news/local/business/the-siren-returns-hunter-smiths-empire-is-dead-but-laura-fonner-isnt/article_d5bb9a78-3c7f-11ee-82c3-67396834ab0c.html#tracking-source=in-article

Food sits on a table at Bonny & Read during a soft opening on Monday, Nov. 13, 2023.
CAL CARY, THE DAILY PROGRESS

And while Bonny & Read offers a slate of alcohol-free cocktails, Friedman must also
like spirits, as he recently bought Vitae Distillery, which operates a tasting room on

nearby Water Street.

NEW
Gamesion g cuses

Friedman said that tasting room will soon move next door into what was the former
annex of Brasserie Saison, which many Charlottesville locals might remember as the

Verdigris clothing store.

BUSINESS
Bowerbird Bakeshop to close by year's end
Reynolds Hutchins

“It will become the waiting room, as it were, for Bonny & Read,” said Friedman.

Pricing at Bonny & Read hasn’t yet been set, but Friedman said the prices will be

“upscale,” like the restaurant.
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Leo Schultz, food and beverage director at Bonny & Read, makes drinks for customers during a soft launch on Monday, Nov. 13, 2023.
CAL CARY, THE DAILY PROGRESS

As for chef Humphrey, whose restaurant credits include such downtown
establishments as Bizou, Maya, Rapture and the Whiskey Jar plus the ill-fated

Brasserie Saison, he said he’s excited by the new enterprise.

“It’s definitely a good end to the year as opposed to the way it started,” said
Humphrey.

Hawes Spencer (434) 960-9343
hspencer@dailyprogress.com

@HawesSpencer on Twitter
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business closures, with another venue closing last week. The latest is Passiflora, a Tex-
Mex restaurant on the Downtown Mall.

"They closed the restaurant," landlord Allan Cadgene told The Daily Progress.
"They've been having difficulties."

Named for the passion flower, Passiflora opened in 2020 with fiery margaritas and
such classics as tostadas and enchiladas alongside newer creations such as mahi mahi

tacos.

Located at the Fifth Street crossing on the Downtown Mall, that property was
previously the site of a long-running concept called Commonwealth Skybar, and
Cadgene ascribed the recent closure to a lack of focus by Passiflora's owner: Hunter
Smith.

I People are also reading...

@ 2 saved from floodwaters on Albemarle County roadway
© Charlottesville area to get its first coating of snow Monday
© 'Gypsy chef' Laura Fonner finds her home at Common House

O Monticello to buy historic neighbor Michie Tavern

"He didn't seem to pay it enough attention," said Cadgene. "Too many irons in the fire

— trying to do many things at once."

A Suffolk native whose parents operate Afton Mountain Vineyards west of the city,
Smith burst onto the beer-brewing scene in late 2012 with one of the earliest local
microbreweries. Setting up shop in a former office building by the Belmont Bridge,
the self-described "beer nerd" quickly established himself with Champion Brewing
Company.

"I'm not a beer drinker, but they had good cans, and I saw the happy customers, the
Facebook likes, and I saw their products at Scott Stadium," said veteran business

consultant Stu Rifkin.

A former chef who helped devise the concepts for at
least a dozen Charlottesville restaurants including the
Nook, Northern Exposure and Cinema Taco, Rifkin

found himself marveling at Smith's marketing.

"I remember Shower Beer and Missile Factory," said

Rifkin. "He was so good at branding."

In the late 2010s, however, Smith began expanding
beyond beer and opening restaurants. But over the past
year, all of his venues except the original by the

Belmont Bridge appear to have closed. Besides
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Upturned chairs and signs can be seen through the
window of Passiflora on Thursday, June 15, 2023.

HAWES SPENCER, THE DAILY PROGRESS

« Brasserie Saison on the Downtown Mall.

« Brasserie Superette next door.

» Champion Grill in the Shops at Stonefield.
» Champion Outpost in Lynchburg.

« Reason Beer in Seminole Place.

Additionally, Smith was scolded earlier this year by a nationally acclaimed chef
named Laura Fonner. A veteran of the upscale Duner's restaurant in Ivy, Fonner

launched her own place, Siren, in partnership with Smith about 18 months ago.

"You, Sir....rode the coattail of someone in the most vulnerable moment of their life,"
she wrote in a widely-shared Facebook post. "F--k you for not taking responsibility for

ruining people’s lives with your poor business practices."

Champion Brewing Company at 324 6th St. SE in Charlottesville as seen on Friday, Jan. 13, 2023.
MIKE KROPF, THE DAILY PROGRESS

Siren survived, but Charlottesville and Albemarle County courts show eight lawsuits
filed against Champion Hospitality Group or Champion Brewing in the past year —
with one from a landlord that resulted last month in a judgment of nearly $373,000

plus nearly six figures in attorney's fees.
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Smith contends that he is yet unable to discuss such situations.

"I have meetings scheduled with investors and other stakeholders next week and can’t

comment," he told The Daily Progress via text message.
Rifkin wonders if Smith's story might have turned out differently had he stuck to beer.

"When I first heard the name Hunter Smith, it was around beer," said Rifkin. "They

had food trucks come to his brewery, and they were moving their beer."
Rifkin said that it's impossible to manage so many operations.

"You can't own an independent restaurant unless you have an independent restaurant
owner," said Rifkin. "You need somebody in there 50 hours a week that cares about
the staff, the food and the service."

Hawes Spencer (434) 960-9343
hspencer@dailyprogress.com

@HawesSpencer on Twitter
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"The biggest mess": His restaurant empire
is dead, but Hunter Smith won't quit
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C harlottesville’s embattled restaurateur and beer brewer Hunter Smith isn’t

finished yet.
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He’s lost his restaurant empire, his flagship brewpub and the trust of his former
employees and partners, but Smith says he plans to keep his brewery business alive at
another location — even though the landlord there holds a nearly $400,000 judgment

against the operation.

“We going to focus on what we're good at: making drinks,” Smith told The Daily

Progress.

Smith said that although he has shut down all his restaurants and pubs, he plans to
continue brewing Champion beers as well as beers and other beverages for third
parties. Smith said that he and a new business partner have struck a deal with a North

Carolina-based firm called Bevana, which will market the beverages.

“We’re going to be doing what we're good at, which is putting drinks in a can or a keg

and then letting other folks focus on the sales and distribution,” Smith said.

I People are also reading...

@ Monticello to buy historic neighbor Michie Tavern
© 'Gypsy chef' Laura Fonner finds her home at Common House
© Flannery Buchanan builds community on words' worth

O Charlottesville opens 'warming centers' ahead of forecast snow

Although he sold off some small beer vats from his Champion brewpub, Smith said he
retains the heavy-duty brewing hardware at his former Reason Beer location, where

he said he plans to focus his future brewing operation.
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Hunter Smith stands outside the location of the former Reason Beer north of Charlottesville on Tuesday, July 4, 2023.
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It’s inside a low-slung industrial structure along U.S. 29 between Lenox Avenue and
Greenbrier Drive, a place that longtime locals call the old Comdial building. The
property is owned by a company that won a court judgment in May of nearly

$373,000 plus more than $93,000 in attorney’s fees for unpaid rent.

“We’ve been in communication with them all year long trying to come up with a plan

that makes everybody happy and to continue to use the space,” said Smith.

While other businesses have gone bankrupt owing far less, Smith said he plans to stay

there and brew. The facility’s capacity is 15,000 barrels per year.

“We want to brew as much Champion beer as we can, but we're also going to fill every
tank with anything that folks want to make, whether that’s a canned cocktail or CBD

beverage or a hard seltzer.”

Smith said that purchase orders are already beginning to stream in from prospective

customers who fall into two camps.

“That can either be a new entrant that wants to get their brand out in the marketplace
for the first time without making a huge commitment capital-wise,” said Smith. “Or
that can be someone who’s in a predicament kind of like Champion is, where they’ve
got a brand that’s got sales demand they’d like to meet but they may no longer be able

to justify the status quo of their production brewery.”
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Champion Brewing's taproom in Charlottesville is seen on its final day of operation on June 30, 2023.
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Two weeks’ notice

“It is with a heavy heart that we announce that Friday, 6/30/23 will be our last day of
operations.” So reads the June 16 Facebook and Instagram posts in which Smith
announced that Champion Brewing’s taproom, his first and flagship location, would

be closing.
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In the single-story wing of a nondescript brick building, a former office, at the
southwestern side of the Belmont Bridge, Smith opened Champion in 2012. Over the
years, the place wove its way into the local culture, particularly after a tent and picnic
tables transformed the adjacent 12-space parking lot into an outdoor beer hall and

concert venue.

This outdoor area played host to film screenings, women’s arm-wrestling
tournaments and concerts featuring the likes of the Head and the Heart, which plays
at the Ting Pavilion next week. There were even campaign stops from politicians

including Democratic presidential contender Beto O'Rourke.

“Even if you're not a regular, it’s been very communal,” said José Fleming, as he
nursed a stein of Missile Beer on Friday night. “All walks of life and great beer. 'm

going to miss that.”

DISCOVER AMAZING TRAVEL
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Fleming said he was a member of the Champion Run Club, a group that would meet
Wednesdays for jogs and quaffs. Ditto for conservation forester Ben Rifkin, who

walked over after work for one last Friday to sip his favorite: Shower Beer.

“It’s a little sad and empty with all the tables gone, but it’s kind of fun to be here for
the last night,” said Rifkin.

While die-hard customers were sitting on the low concrete perimeter wall or on a
chair of their own, a group of aggrieved employees from another piece of the

Champion empire was marching that way.

Charles Walker, a former employee at the restaurants Brasserie Saison and Passiflora in Charlottesville, gathers with other ex-employees on the
Downtown Mall to voice their displeasure with previous management on June 30, 2023.
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“My heart and soul is in there,” said Charles Walker, casting a glance at the now-
closed Brasserie Saison restaurant on the Downtown Mall. “We’re the ones who clean,
who do the dishes, who sweep the floors, who greet the customers and who serve the

customers.”

Walker was among 10 former employees of Franco-Belgian Brasserie Saison and
Latin-inspired Passiflora restaurants left without their final paychecks when the

restaurants abruptly closed last month.
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Payroll protest organizer Michael Flessner, the former Brasserie Saison bar manager,

said he just wanted his colleagues to get paid.

“You can’t do this to people,” Flessner told The Daily Progress. “In the restaurant

business, we live day by day.”

Flessner concluded his protest not with chants or signs but just with the presence of

the erstwhile employees in the Champion beer garden.

“Peaceful but point-of-fact,” he said.

Michael Flessner, a former employee of the restaurant Brasserie Saison, gathers with other employees on the Downtown Mall in Charlottesville to voice
displeasure with previous management on June 30, 2023.
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The investor

In recent weeks, Smith has been referring to his “chief financial officer.” He is
Jonathan Cross of Shefford Capital Partners, a New York-based private equity firm.
Cross said that he left his North Carolina home in December to find a path forward for

Champion.

“I signed on to turn it around,” Cross told The Daily Progress. “The problem was the

red ink was becoming more and more evident on a weekly basis.”
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Cross offered some advice that was not immediately accepted.
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“My recommendation in January was to shut everything down because it was just
hemorrhaging money at the restaurants, but he wanted to keep his employees
employed,” said Cross. “His whole thing was, ‘My employees, my employees.” So I

went ahead and let him stay open.”
Smith’s recollection is similar.

“I was kind of thinking with my my heart, not my head, and trying to hang on to any
jobs for employees,” said Smith. “But really in hindsight, it was game over at the end

of last year.”

Partnerships with Siren, a Mediterranean seafood restaurant in downtown
Charlottesville, and Gordonsville Ice House, a bar and restaurant in Gordonsville,
ended earlier this year. When the closing of Brasserie Saison and Passiflora came in
June, Cross said, it was when local and state tax authorities cleared out company bank

accounts to pay down tax bills.
“When the company closed, it closed because there was no money,” Cross said.

Cross said he’s trying to get a loan to cover the final paychecks for employee.

DISCOVER AMAZING TRAVEL
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“They will get paid,” said Cross. “I'm trying to keep it out of bankruptcy so I can pay
them quicker.”

Cross noted that when a firm files for federal bankruptcy protection, unsecured
vendors typically get nothing. That fact, Cross said, is a key reason why he’s involved:
to avoid bankruptcy by negotiating partial payments with landlords and other

vendors.

“Everybody’s got to work together to resolve this situation,” said Cross. “We don’t

want to hurt a small business.”

Cross said that he’s been doing mergers and acquisitions for 30 years and helping

distressed firms for the past 15.
“Champion is the biggest mess that I've seen in the last 15 years,” said Cross.

Besides the nearly $400,000 owed at the old Comdial building, where Cross and
Smith want to remain in business, there’s the Passiflora space, where they do not.
Property owner Virginia Pacific Investments has sued for $189,000 in back rent and
$350,000 in punitive damages. Landlord Allan Cadgene told The Daily Progress that

he was open to the idea of negotiating.
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“We had a deal with Jonathan, but something fell apart on his end that would have
settled everything up,” said Cadgene.

Now, Cadgene says that he’s trying to re-rent the space.

“If we enter into a new deal, that certainly helps Hunter with the future rent,” said

Cadgene.

"Pay your employees before your landlords!" is written on the wall in Champion Brewing's taproom on its final day of operation on June 30, 2023.
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Bad timing

Hunter Smith mixed some social conscience into his brewing company in 2017. He
made a point of refusing service to White nationalists, and shortly after that year’s
deadly Unite the Right rally-turned-riot, Champion joined a lawsuit against neo-Nazi

and militia groups that sought to prevent their return to Charlottesville.
Smith won not only some consent decrees in the lawsuit but also awards for his beer.

Champion’s Shower Beer won a gold medal in the 2015 Great American Beer Festival.
More recently, True Love, a Mexican-style lager, won a bronze at the 2019 Brussels

Beer Challenge.

“He created a great beer brand,” said Cross. “If he’d stuck with brewing beer, he’d
have been fine. All the destruction came in 2019 when he decided to go into all these

restaurants.”
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"This place does wage theft!" is written on the wall at
Champion Brewing taproom in Charlottesville on its
final day of operation on June 30, 2023.
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Smith acknowledged it was terrible timing.

“The strategy we chose to embark on right before the pandemic hit was pretty
challenging to pull off,” said Smith. “Keg sales basically disappeared during COVID
when all the bars shuttered and we lost half of our revenue, and distribution to our

own restaurants didn’t scratch the surface.”

He expanded during what are widely seen as the worst two years in restaurant history,
with government-mandated stay-at-home orders, breaks in the supply chain and

worker shortages.

“The Champion brand has value if you can rehabilitate the name,” said Cross, citing
the example of Pabst Blue Ribbon which virtually disappeared before an early 2000s

revival as a popular national brand.

“Clear up the problems and build up the brand going forward,” said Cross.
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Previous Brasserie and Passiflora restaurant employees gather on the Downtown Mall in Charlottesville to voice displeasure with previous management
on June 30, 2023.
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Last Friday

Last Friday was a busy day for Smith. It was the last day for the Champion Brewing
taproom. It was the day that 10 employees told media that they hadn’t gotten paid.
And it was the day that his family gathered for the funeral of his paternal

grandmother.

“I don’t know if there’s a good way to run out of money and go out of business, but

ours was a challenging way to do it,” said Smith.

Hawes Spencer (434) 960-9343
hspencer@dailyprogress.com

@HawesSpencer on Twitter
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