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The Joy of a Fine Wine Seller

By Maria Padian

Down East Magazine, October 2002


The corner of Pleasant and Cushing Streets is not one of Brunswick’s pedestrian-friendly spots.  Located only a few hundred yards from where coastal Route 1 and Pleasant Street divide, cars and trucks rocket past, heading toward town.  Brunswick’s tony brick and granite sidewalks come to an abrupt halt here, so in front of Tess’ Market, a convenience store that looks like every other one in Maine, the pavement is broken and the curb nonexistent.


Nevertheless, on a sunny afternoon in autumn this is a busy place.  Students dressed in their St. John’s Catholic School plaid uniforms emerge from the store bearing slices of hot pizza.  They share the pavement with a woman hauling a case of wine out to her Volvo station wagon and a few guys just off a construction site who have decided to wrap up the day with a couple of Italian sandwiches and a six-pack.  Kittens seem to be everywhere: racing up and down stairs that lead to the family’s apartment above the store or darting between the metal dumpsters a few feet from the front door.  One kitten lounges in the shade of a weathered sandwich-board sign advertising “Fine Wines, Sandwiches, Pizza and Beer.”


It’s the last place you’d expect to find a 1967 Chateau d’Yquem French sauterne, valued at $1,600 a bottle.  But as the sign says, this store sells “Fine Wines.”  And beneath the crowded, labyrinthine aisles of this seemingly typical corner marketplace is one of the best little wine cellars on the midcoast.


“I’ve got two bottles of the d’Yquem left,” chuckles owner Hervey Tessier, known to most simply as “Tess.”  “They’re in my cellar.  It’s damp down there, and even on the Fourth of July, it’s only sixty degrees.”  The d’Yquem, in other words, is doing just fine.


For that matter, so is this forty-eight-year-old family business, located in the heart of Brunswick’s traditionally French-Catholic neighborhood.  Most mornings find eighty-year-old patriarch Tess behind the counter by 7:30 A.M., a plate of eggs and toast before him and daughter Anne Tessier-Talbot at his side.  Seated amid wine racks and orderly stacks of pizza boxes, Tess gives the impression of a man utterly content to be who he is, where he is.


It’s a contagious quality, perhaps the essential quality of the place.  Dimly lit and a tad dusty, with worn wooden floorboards and aisles stacked almost to the ceiling with wine bottles, Tess’ Market compels you to slow down and savor one of life’s little pleasures: the delicious choice of which wine to have with dinner.  In a one-stop-shopping culture where you can purchase Clorox, milk, and haddock under the same roof, Tess’ remains a throwback to a less harried time.  Customers go out of their way to shop here not only for the good wine and great prices, but for the man himself.  Unpretentious and warm Tess has all the time in the world to hear about what you’re eating tonight and to suggest what wine to serve with it.


And 99.9 percent of the time, he’s right on.


“There is a real level of sophistication there, yet Tess is one of the least snobbish wine people you’ll ever meet,” enthuses Peter Cox, well-known resident of nearby Georgetown and longtime customer.  Cox bypasses numerous boutique wine stores to shop at Tess’.


“It’s a lost thing, that limited but nice friendship between a store owner and the customers,” Cox says.  “Brunswick used to have more of that, but things changed in the seventies.  It’s very hard to find now.”


“There’s a real emotion there, a presence,” agrees Brunswick writer John Cole, who has frequented Tess’ for more than forty years.  “And it’s nice to shop in places where you know the people.  Tess has played a role in the big events we’ve had for all our children.  When my daughter got married years ago, he sold us great wine, gave me a break on the price, and let me pay him over time.”


And as a gift, Tess gave the new couple a bottle of the Chateau d’Yquem.


“We drank it at the wedding,” laughs Cole.  “Boy, do I wish we still had it today!”


Originally from Livermore Falls, Tess served in the Second World War (his first engagement was with the First Marine Division at Guadalcanal) before getting married and moving to Brunswick in 1947.  While employed by First National Stores, he noticed the little convenience store at 54 ½ Pleasant Street.  At the time it sold only groceries and had changed hands often.  With a mind to make it successful, Tess bought the building in 1954.


“I thought that if we offered food, we could do well,” he says.  “We started with sandwiches, then added pizzas.  I figured if we could sell 100 pizzas a week for forty five cents each, we’d be okay.  That first week we sold 300 pizzas.”


In 1971, when Maine changed the law to allow convenience stores to sell wine, Tess obtained one of the state’s very first licenses and was selling wine on Day One.


“I still remember it,” laughs Anne, who was a teenager at the time.  She gestures to the center aisle, where customers these days browse a densely packed shelf of French, Californian, and Australian wines.


“We stacked them right there: Night Train, Boone’s Farm, a New York wine called Pink Catawba.  That’s what people wanted, and that’s what we sold.”


As the combination of pizza, beer, and wine sales put the market on a sound financial footing, Tess began to develop and pursue his interest in wine.  He joined the Society of Wine Educators, dove into Johnson’s 
Encyclopedia of Wine – “a monster of a book!” he calls it – and took wine correspondence courses through the University of California at Davis.  He attended wine tastings, consulted wine suppliers, and slowly began introducing his customers to good wines from around the world.  Today, with the groceries long gone and 75 percent of the market’s business in wine sales, Tess has been known to carry as many as 2000 different labels.


While there are many places in the midcoast to buy good wines, Tess has perfected the art of procuring the great, affordable bottle. One senses that half his fun over the years has been introducing these great buys to his customers.  When new cases arrived, it was not unheard of for him to invite people into the back room to sit on crates and sample a glass or two.


John Detweiler, a Bowdoinham musician and longtime customer, has spent many such hours drinking wines with Tess and, as he puts it, “nosing around” the fabulous basement wine collection.


“Tess finds these little weak spots in the system,” he explains.  “He’ll get a great price on cases that distributors are trying to move fast, but unlike other wine sellers, he passes along the savings to his customers.”


“He’s also willing to take a chance on wines that he thinks might be good,” adds Detweiler.  “Tess gambles on wines the way some people gamble on the horses.”


“I try to buy right,” Tess explains.  For example, rather than simply carrying single vineyard “reserve” wines, he looks for “blends” that contain grapes from a variety of vineyards and cost significantly less.  The Tessiers can sell you a thirty-dollar bottle, but if you ask for an eight-dollar wine to accompany what you’re making for dinner, they will find you a winner.


“The most important thing my father taught me about this business is to ask people what they want to spend,” says Anne.  “He also said be honest about the wine and keep it simple.”


“You know, I would go to wine tastings and people would say it smells like oak, or it tastes like strawberries and raspberries,” laughs Tess.  “I mean, how can it taste like strawberries and raspberries at the same time?  I ask: does it taste good?  Is it heavy or light?”


Over the years that approach has appealed to customers with a wide variety of tastes and means.  From former Maine Senator Bill Cohen (“He first discovered us when he was picking up a pizza for his son,” recalls Tess) to current First Lady Mary J. Herman to John Q. Citizen who just wants an inexpensive Chianti to accompany his pasta, Tess finds what they need and keeps them coming back for more.


“All sorts of people go in there,” says Cole.  “And no matter who they are, they’re treated the same way.”


These days, with health concerns limiting Tess’ time behind the counter to only a few hours each morning, management of the store has passed into Anne’s capable hands.  The transition has been seamless, and customers continue to find the same warmth and no-nonsense wine wisdom that has earned the market its reputation.  In fact, everyone seems pleased that nothing at Tess’ Market seems to be changing; not even the broken pavement out front in a town that prides itself on its improved streetscape.


“Hell, you wouldn’t want those fancy new curbs there anyway,” says Cole.  “It’s perfect now – because you can park right up on the sidewalk to load your wine.”
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