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Wine Collectors Accuse Charlie Trotter of
Fraud; Chef Denies Allegations
Brothers allege in federal lawsuit that they bought phony magnum
of Domaine de la Romanée-Conti from restaurant
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Charlie Trotter probably thought he was finished with diner complaints when he
closed his Chicago restaurant last year. But a pair of New York wine collectors
filed a lawsuit in federal court June 13, alleging that the chef and his staff sold
them a fake magnum of Burgundy last year. Brothers Bekim Frrokaj and Ilir
Frrokaj (FRO-kah) are suing Trotter and his restaurant for $70,000 plus punitive
damages, alleging multiple counts of fraud.
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Trotter denies the allegations. "We have never had a complaint in 25 years," he
told Wine Spectator. "I think my reputation stands for itself."
The wine in question is a magnum of Domaine de la Romanée-Conti RomanéeConti 1945, which the complaint alleges the Frrokaj brothers paid more than
$46,000 for. The brothers, who live in the Bronx, share a wine collection. When
they saw that Trotter was preparing to close his restaurant last year and was
selling wines from his 7,000-bottle cellar, the bottle that caught their attention
was the DRC 1945, and they contacted the restaurant about it. The complaint
says they flew to Chicago in June 2012, had dinner at Trotter's, and discussed
the wine with both Trotter and a sommelier. They paid $40,000 in cash, put the
rest on a credit card and had the bottle shipped home.
When Bekim tried to add the wine to his home insurance policy, the complaint
continues, the insurer asked him to have it authenticated by an expert. He
contacted Maureen Downey, founder of Chai Consulting. Her report concluded
the bottle was a fake. "I've got issues with the bottle's glass, with the label, with
the capsule and with the cork," Downey told Wine Spectator. "I am 100 percent
confident that the wine is counterfeit." Downey also said that she has been
unable to confirm the purchase of the bottle with the importer from which the staff
allegedly bought it.
According to Vince DiTomasso, the brothers' Chicago-based lawyer in the case,
his clients asked Trotter for a refund but did not receive a satisfactory answer.
"You spend more than $46,000 to buy a wonderful bottle of wine and you find out
it's fake, you'd be disappointed, shocked, angry—all kinds of emotions," said
DiTomasso.
"I think this is a case of buyer's remorse," said Trotter, who is taking a
sabbatical from the culinary world and pursing a degree in philosophy. He said
Bekim contacted him four months ago claiming the bottle was bad. "He bought a
bottle from us that we bought 12 years ago. We bought it in good faith, and we've
never had a complaint before that a wine was not authentic."
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To protect the quality of our conversations, only members may submit comments. To learn more about member
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Two wine collectors from New York City hav e filed suit against fam ed Chicago chef Charlie Trotter for selling
them a counterfeit bottle of wine for $4 6 , 2 2 7 .4 0.
The collectors, a m arried couple, filed the suit on June 1 3 in U.S District Court in Northern Illinois. They are
seeking ov er $7 5,000 in dam ages: In addition to $3 0,000 worth of punitiv e dam ages, they want the $4 6 ,
2 2 7 .4 0 back.
When reached by ABC News, the couple declined to com m ent and asked that their nam es not be rev ealed for
priv acy purposes.
Trotter operated Charlie Trotter’s, a Michelin-starred restaurant in Chicago. (ABC7 reported that Trotter
closed his restaurant in the sum m er of 2 01 2 to attend graduate school.) According to the restaurant’s website,
it has receiv ed awards and citations from the Jam es Beard Foundation, the Wine Spectator and Restaurant
Magazine.
It was these accolades that took the couple there when they flew to Chicago in June 2 01 2 . In addition to
sam pling the food, they wanted to buy a bottle of Burgundy from Dom aine de la Rom anée-Conti to add to their
wine collection. The court docum ents m aintain that this ty pe of wine is am ong the m ost v aluable in the world.
They purchased a 1 9 4 5 DRC Magnum for $4 6 , 2 2 7 .4 0, according to the court docum ents. But when they
wanted to add the bottle to their hom eowners’ insurance, they were told to v erify its authenticity .
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They contacted Maureen Downey , a San Francisco based wine consultant, who said the wine was counterfeit.
Downey told ABC News that she was skeptical of the bottle because it was a m agnum , which is equiv alent to two bottles. She
said Dom aine de la Rom anee-Conti only produced two barrels—roughly 50 bottles—of wine in 1 9 4 5.
“The chance that they would m ake large form ats [of the wine] when they were in postwar sham bles is not v ery high,” she
said.
Downey also said the photographs of the wine bottle that the couple sent her were identical to the photographs of another
client.
“The details are the sam e with the fake aging. They hav e both been allegedly faded to m ake it look as though they hav e
been aged and it’s just not probable that these two different bottles would look so exactly the sam e,” she said.
Trotter has refused to cancel the sale with the couple, according to court docum ents. He could not be reached for com m ent.
Vincent Louis DiTom m aso, the couple’s attorney , told ABC News that he attem pted to resolv e the dispute outside of court
but was unable to do so.
“I am just surprised because to m e we had clear ev idence of just showing that the wine was a fake, and to m e the right thing
to do is giv e the person their m oney back and be done with it,” DiTom m aso said.
John Riccione, who DiTom m aso said had been representing Trotter, was out of the office until Monday and could not be
reached for com m ent.
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