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The boxy brick storefront that is Henry and Marty, inauspiciously wedged between Pete's Barbershop and J&J Cleaners along Brunswick's busy Maine Street, gives scant indication to what delights lie within.  True, the bright lights rimming the roofline suggest something theatrical.  And the hand-drawn signs taped to the front windows, proclaiming Lamb Kebabs! and Halibut Nicoise! beckon passersby. Reminiscent of the paint and paper notices local grocers once displayed to advertise their wares, the signs are a clarion call to dine, an insistent invitation to step this way.  


The effect is no accident.  Long before they embarked on their journey as restaurateurs, proprietors Henry D'Alessandris and Martin Perry spent years as professional performing artists.  The Juilliard-educated "Marty" is a concert pianist, while Henry is a dancer/actor.  For more than a decade they lived the fast-paced life of the New York City arts scene, until summers spent working at the Brunswick Music Theater (now the Maine State Music Theater) convinced them to relocate.  So in 1984 they found themselves house-sitting in Cundy's Harbor, a gig which would turn out to be more than a little fortuitous.  

There they met Christine Miller, a Cundy's Harbor native whose black-and-white photograph hangs to this day, muse-like, in the restaurant's kitchen.  Miller owned what Henry describes as a "snack shack" at the end of a wharf.


"I asked Christine, 'Who runs the shack?' " says Henry.  "And she told me, 'Well, anyone. Some years I let a few neighborhood women do it.'  So when I asked her if we could lease it, she agreed."


For the next 13 years Henry and Marty not only ran the "shack," locally known as Holbrook's Lobster Wharf: they transformed it.  They expanded the menu, adding fresh salads and homemade desserts to the standard fare fried fish and burgers.  They improved and enlarged the outdoor eating space.  Most importantly, they insisted on the best ingredients, with ground beef purchased from Tetreault's Market in Brunswick and fish pulled from the sea and filleted that day by Cundy's Harbor fishermen.  And the lobster rolls -- arguably among the best and most authentic in the state -- adhered strictly to Miller's instructions. 


"Fresh lobster, held together with the smallest possible amount of double cream mayonnaise," recounts Henry.  "No salt or pepper, served on a soft, white hot dog bun which has been buttered and lightly toasted.  Christine told us that's how Maine people like them, and she wasn't wrong."

Apparently, Mainers weren't the only ones who liked them.  Before long, Holbrook's went from being a popular local dive to a tourist destination, with reviewers arriving from the Boston Globe, the Washington Post, the Television Food Network and CBS Sunday Morning.  

The two partners had discovered their new metier.  Although music remained part of their lives (to this day Marty tours as a concert pianist) they expanded into catering.  Henry took cooking classes and pursued a growing interest in healthy foods.  They realized their talents as entertainers served them well as restaurateurs:  creating an atmosphere, defining a style, and topping it all off with great food came naturally to them.  So when Christine Miller passed away and their lease at Holbrook's expired, they were ready for the next step: their own restaurant.

Henry and Marty: Eat In and Take Away, which opened at 61 Maine Street in 1998 was a mere shadow of the upscale "Downeast Bistro" one finds today.  Formerly the dark and dusty home to Gulf of Maine Books, the narrow space was intended as a vegetarian take-out, where customers could select from a case filled with up to 30 different options ranging from garlic mashed potatoes to soy "meatballs" over spaghetti. 

But there was a problem.

"No one wanted to take out," laughs Marty.  "Everyone wanted to dine in, and we didn't have enough room."  To make the numbers work, as well as serve what they sensed could be a large, loyal clientele, they had to reinvent themselves again. So when a vacancy opened up in their building, they expanded, and Henry and Marty: Food and Spirits, was born.

Today, the softly-lit dining room is simultaneously sophisticated, welcoming and whimsical.  Linen-clad tables are intimately clustered along walls painted warm saffron-yellow or rich, autumnal red. Historic photos of downtown Brunswick adorn one side, while an entire length of Lester Johnson paintings, each depicting a convivial group of chatting, cigarette-smoking people, lines the other. A maroon "flying carpet," sewn by Henry, soars overhead from the faux-Greek column topped with potted ivy to the cozy, smoke-and-television-free bar tucked into the back.  Large, gilt-framed mirrors lend a European brasserie effect, while original art (the restaurant's signature pieces include three series of colorful, decoupage boxes by Arlene Morris) is mounted in the same breathing space as chachkas from T.J. Maxx. 

The menu is equally eclectic.  Originally the Italian-inspired creation of Henry, the offerings also reflect the French influence of Chef Paul Verhoeven's professional culinary training, as well as his remarkable talents with seafood (Verhoeven spent four years as sous-chef at the Starfish Grill, and joined Henry and Marty in February 2003.)  Locally produced, fresh ingredients still prevail, and specials reflect what's in season, such as freshly harvested scallops in December.  The atmosphere is friendly and festive and table hopping abounds, as patrons tend to recognize one another.


The appetizer menu spotlights crisp salads and the sea's bounty.  Verhoeven brews his own stocks each day, gently simmering lobster shells and fish bones in the rich creams which infuse his seafood chowders of fresh haddock, halibut, lobster and red-skinned new potatoes. A salad of sliced fresh pears, creamy gorgonzola and crunchy roasted pecans over mixed greens is a house favorite. Tender rings of calamari sauteed in fresh herbs and garlic arrive bathed in a fragrant wine sauce, while the pan-roasted mussels dressed in spicy, green curry contain just the right amount of heat.


Entrees include a homey beef brisket, in this case a slow-roasted cut of all-natural beef (whenever possible they purchase meat from Freeport's Wolfe Neck Farm or Caldwell Farms in Turner), thinly sliced and arranged on a plate of perfectly roasted vegetables.  The Halibut Nicoise of front-window fame turns out to be an ample portion of fresh, white fish encrusted with herbs and nested in a lemony-vinagrette bed of baby spinach, young greens, haricots verts and olives. Daily pasta served with Henry's red sauce and a choice of veritable or soy "meatballs" appears each night, along with the popular thin crust pizza of pesto, gorgonzola, kalamata olives, Parmesan and fresh arugula.


Those fortunate enough to have room for dessert won't leave disappointed.  Like everything else, the offerings are inventive, in-house creations made wholly from scratch.  Blueberry trifle begins with a layer of gingerbread, followed by blueberries, home-made lemon curd flavored with a dash of crème de cassis, and topped with whipped cream.  Crisps vary depending on what's in season, but tend to stray deliciously away from the standard fare:  the apple, for example, includes cranberries, ginger and pecans.  Chocoholics will adore the dark, rich cake with chocolate ganache frosting, necessarily accompanied by two scoops of vanilla ice cream.


Wine and liquor are conveniently listed on the back of the menu, and include about 40 domestic and imported offerings.  Helpfully arranged into categories of light, medium and full, more than half the wines are available by the glass, a practice which reduces the profits the restaurant makes, but allows diners a much more affordable meal. A three-course dinner for two, with wine, averages about $95.


In addition to the standard dinner hours (the restaurant is open Tuesday through Saturday with seating between 5 and 9 P.M.) they've extended their summer service to include a lighter, late night menu.  Brunswick's theater and summer music festival crowds have discovered this, and closing nights have led to a cast-party atmosphere at the restaurant.  This month, Henry and Marty will introduce their first Hannakah dinner, with klezmer music, salmon and all-you-can-eat latkes.  Late December will see the return of their wildly popular New Year's Eve Jazz Dinner.


"It's about people," enthuses Henry, trying to explain the restaurant's runaway success in the past year. One can't help but feel he's got that right.  While the food is delicious and the atmosphere delightful, it's an appreciation and enthusiasm for people which have made Henry and Marty one of the brightest stars in midcoast Maine's restaurant scene.
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