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Meanwhile, back at The Lodge…
By Danny Jacobs
Danny.Jacobs@TheDailyRecord.com

BEL AIR — Of all the strange stories told
in the five years The Lodge has been serving up drinks, the strangest may be its own:
How two brothers went from owning it, and
Freddies Bar and Grill, to being thrown out
of their own holding companies, to finally,
as of last month, owning both restaurants
outright after years of legal wrangling.
“We’ve had five attorneys involved in
this,” David Steele says, “and every time we
sit down and tell them our story, they all
look at us like we’re full of s—.”
But it’s all true, say Steele and his brother,
Scott, who recently joined three of those
lawyers at The Lodge to tell the tale one
more time. They all can laugh now —and
they frequently do, as rock music plays in
the background —but stress still crosses
the brothers’ faces as they relive what transpired.
“In the end, it was the most satisfying victory I’ve ever had,” says Martin H. Schreiber
II, one of the family’s lawyers.
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Co-owner Scott Steele relaxes with a game of pool after regaining control of The Lodge. He’s
joined by (from left) attorneys David Daneman and Albert ‘Jay’ Young, co-owner David Steele and
attorney Martin H. Schreiber II, who helped the Steele brothers in the legal fight.

by the early 2000s, the brothers wanted to
open a second establishment.
They were scouting a potential site when
Scott Steele ran into Stephen Carullo, a Fells
Point restaurant manager and Dead Freddies customer, looking at the same property.
From busboys to bar owners
David and Scott Steele have been work- Carullo suggested they work together, and
ing in restaurants since they were teenagers. Carullo Steele Inc. opened Freddies Bar and
Grill just before Thanksgiving in 2002.

we couldn’t work through,” he says.
Freddies Bar and Grill also was successful and the trio decided to add another
restaurant to their portfolio in 2006. They
found the former Hickory Inn, a hotel and
restaurant on Route 1, and renamed it The
Lodge.
The restaurant resembles a western ski
lodge, with booth seats along one wall made
from actual ski lift chairs. Wood everywhere,
especially in the exposed beams near the
ceiling, gives the place a rustic feel. A chandelier made of antlers hangs over the bar,
while a moose-head juts out over a stone
fireplace. The owners built an addition and
patio to the existing building, which features
an exposed wall from the original log cabin.
Carullo had brought in two associates for
the project, meaning there were now five
equal partners in 2119 Conowingo Associates Inc., which owned The Lodge, according to the Steeles.
A message left with a lawyer for Carullo
and his associates was returned by Francisco Impagliatelli, a friend of Carullo’s and
a shareholder in the restaurants, who declined to comment on the business partnership or legal issues.
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According to David Steele, Carullo said
The Steele brothers and their partners converted the former Hickory Inn, a hotel and restaurant
The Lodge would take six months to open
on Route 1, into The Lodge. Renovations took years longer and cost far more than originally
at a cost of $100,000 per partner; it actually
planned, leading to ‘power struggle’ within the partnership, David Steele said.
ended up taking three years to open at a cost
David
Steele
says
it
was
a
typical
busiof $300,000 per partner.
After working in bars during college, the two
Everyone was happy with the finished
opened Dead Freddies on Harford Road in ness partnership.
“It was three men with different ideas, product, but the partners “started butting
the early 1990s when they were just in their
mid-20s. The bar was an instant success, and but nothing that seemed insurmountable or heads a lot” during the process, Steele says.
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From left, attorney Martin H. Schreiber II, restaurant owners David Steele and Scott Steele, and
attorneys David Oaneman and Albert ‘Jay’ Young celebrate the legal win and settlement that gave
The Lodge and Freddies of Bel Air back to the Steeles.

“Everything was taking longer and costing more money and [Carullo] kept coming
to us and saying, ‘I need more money,’” he
says. “I told him I would sell a kidney before
he owned 1 percent more than I did.
“It started becoming a little apparent that
he was starting to make a move, that there
was a power struggle there,” Steele adds.

Bankrupt and booted
The cost overruns forced the Steeles to
divert any income they got from Freddies toward The Lodge, and it still wasn’t enough —
the brothers got
jobs as mortgage
brokers for additional income.
By the time the
restaurant opened
in January 2009,
the brothers were
$600,000 in debt.
They figured it
would it take a
year or two of
working at The
S.Steele
Lodge before they
could take income for themselves. But business was so good, David Steele says, they
were able to pay off the debt by October
2009.
That same month, though, Scott Steele
was ousted from both Carullo Steele and
2119 Conowingo Associates by the shareholders for alleged breaches of the partnership agreements, according to court
documents.
Steele and his wife, Robyn, had filed for
personal bankruptcy in December 2008, according to court records. David Daneman, a
lawyer for the Steeles, said the bankruptcy
was related to a “bad real estate deal” but
was used by the non-Steele shareholders to
oust him from the partnership. The bankruptcy case was closed in 2011, according
to court records.
“I believe they figured we were in such
a financial hardship at that point,” David
Steele says, referring to both brothers’ investment in The Lodge. “We had no income,
we had borrowed up to our eyeballs from
anybody who would lend us money to open

the place that they figured, ‘Well, we’ll throw
them out, they won’t be able to get the resources together to fight us.’ But somehow,
we did.”
At that point, David Steele’s original attorney referred the case to Schreiber, a Baltimore solo practitioner. Schreiber worked
closely with Daneman, a partner at Whiteford Taylor Preston LLP in Baltimore.
“It was the tenacity of these two gentlemen and their extended family to dig in and
deal with a very complicated, very contentious case and be willing to put everything
behind it,” says Daneman. “There was a lot
of stress [the Steeles] and their family had
to deal with.”
On Nov. 5, 2010, the remaining shareholders met and voted David Steele out of
Carullo Steele, the Freddies entity, for violating the shareholders agreement, according to court documents.
Immediately following that vote, Schreiber had called another shareholders meeting, where, with only David Steele present,
the non-Steele interests in 2119 Conowingo
Associates were voted out of The Lodge
partnership for being in breach of the contract.
The two sides then went to private, binding arbitration over both votes, as required
in their shareholders agreements, before
retired Baltimore County Circuit Judge Barbara Kerr Howe.
On April 1, 2012,
Howe
ruled
there was not
enough evidence
to prove David
Steele breached
the Carullo Steele
agreement, and
she validated the
forced sale of
non-Steele shares
of 2119 Conow- Schreiber
ingo Associates.
“It is clear the Claimants and Respondents are no longer able to exist in running
any business together,” Howe wrote in her
ruling, which also gave the Steeles minority
ownership in Freddies.

A Baltimore County judge upheld Howe’s
decision in April 2013. But the thrill of their
victory was short-lived: the brothers returned to The Lodge on April 17, 2013 to find
the menus missing, the safe ripped out of
the wall and the memory on the restaurant’s
main computer wiped.
Schreiber called the police to report a
robbery.
“They tried to cripple us,” David Steele
says.
Perhaps even more fatal, the Steeles did
not own the restaurant’s liquor license under
the 2119 Conowingo Associates partnership
agreement.
Enter Albert J.A. “Jay” Young, a Bel Air
lawyer who regularly appears before the
Harford County Liquor Control Board. The
board is “historically conservative and
follows the letter of law,” says Young, of
Brown, Brown & Young — and that could
have meant trouble for the Steeles.
“There are lots of regulations which, if
strictly enforced, could have put them out
of business at both locations at any time,”
Young says.
But the board
“went out of its
way to be accommodating”
because of the
Lodge’s unusual
circumstances,
he says. The application process,
which takes an
average of five
to seven weeks
to complete, was Young
done in a day, so
The Lodge was only closed for a day once
the Steeles became owners.
“It’s the single-most unorthodox transaction that’s ever occurred in the history of the
Harford County liquor board,” says Young.

Freddies’ revival
While The Lodge was back in business,
Freddies closed in late April of last year,
shortly after the circuit court ruling and just
days before the restaurant’s liquor license
expired.
News reports at the time cited management conflicts but Daneman noted the business was profitable.
Meanwhile, the non-Steele shareholders
of Carullo Steele also appealed their ouster
to the Court of Special Appeals. But a settlement was reached last month in the case,
giving the Steeles full ownership of Freddies.
Young is working on acquiring the liquor
license for the Steeles, and Scott Steele says
he hopes to reopen the restaurant by July 1.
“In the end,” says Schreiber, “we not only
got the Steeles reinstated but they ended up
being the sole owners of the restaurants and
the other side is the one that got squeezed
out.”
Once Freddies reopens, the Steele family will own five restaurants, including The
Gunpowder Lodge in Kingsville, which the
brothers started during their legal battle.
Asked if there are plans to open a sixth,
Scott Steele was quick to respond.
“Absolutely not,” he says.

