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EDITORS’ NOTE After summer in-
ternships at Coldwell Banker (CB)
while going to college, upon grad-
uation in 1984, Robert Knakal 
started as a full-time investment 
property specialist with CB’s mid-
town Manhattan offi ce. He collab-
orated with Paul J. Massey Jr. to 
establish a property sales group in 
Manhattan and they served as Co-
Directors for the new specialization 
and, in 1986, shared CB’s presti-
gious top salesman award in New 
York. Knakal and Massey left the 
fi rm in November 1988 to start Massey Knakal 
Realty Services. In 1993, Knakal was elected 
President of the National Realty Conference. 
Since 2003, he has served on REBNY’s presti-
gious 20-member Executive Committee. Knakal 
is also a regular lecturer at Columbia University, 
New York University, The Wharton School, 
and The Institute of Real Estate Management. 
In 2012, he was highlighted as one of the fi ve 
top building sales brokers in North America in 
the best-selling book, Brokers Who Dominate. 
Knakal’s personal civic involvements are nu-
merous and are highlighted by his presidency 
of the 156-year-old The Prescott Fund for 
Children & Youth. Knakal graduated from The 
Wharton School of Business at the University of 
Pennsylvania with a Bachelor of Science de-
gree in Economics.

COMPANY BRIEF Massey Knakal (www.
masseyknakal.com) specializes in the sale of in-
vestment and user properties in the New York 
Metropolitan area. Since 1988, their agents have 
closed over 4,200 transactions with a market 
value in excess of $15 billion.

What has allowed your company to become 
and remain a consistent industry leader?

Massey Knakal’s strength is in its people 
and its platform. We receive thousands of re-
sumes each year, which allows us to hire the 
best and the brightest; those who will thrive 
within our company culture. Our platform 
truly differentiates us from other firms that 
sell investment properties in New York City. 
We only represent sellers and we only work 
on an exclusive basis. We have a territory sys-
tem in which we have one broker responsible 
for each neighborhood. Within those territo-
ries, our agents are responsible for knowing 

the details of all comparable sales, 
all new or proposed zoning changes, 
which new developments are going 
on in the area, and anything else that 
could affect property values in any 
way. While each broker is respon-
sible for covering his territory, agents 
are free to work on transactions any-
where provided they incorporate 
the efforts of the territory agent on 
those transactions. There is a cost to 
the agent of working this way but 
the benefits agents receive allows 
them to leverage their time more ef-

fectively than any other platform provides. 
Last year, my team and I brokered the sale of 
properties in 38 of the 50 territories we cover. 
We could not have done that and maximized 
the selling prices for each client without the 
help of our territory experts. This approach 
puts us in a better position to be an advocate 
for our clients – the sellers – to convince buy-
ers why they should pay more for a particular 
asset. As a result, we have sold more proper-
ties in New York City each year for the past 12 
years and, in aggregate, have sold about four 
times the number of properties as the second 
place fi rm.

Would you provide an overview of the 
range of services that Massey Knakal offers?

Since its start in 1988, the company has 
primarily been a sales brokerage company. 
However, in January of 2011, we added retail 
store leasing and mortgage brokerage to our 
range of services. Both of these divisions have 
gained strong traction and we expect to sign 
over 100 store leases this year and obtain about 
$1 billion in fi nancing for our clients. Last year, 
we also initiated an investment fund with our 
fund manager partner, River Oak. Together, this 
$50-million fund makes passive equity invest-
ments of $2 million to $6 million per transaction 
in capital stocks for investors who need gap 
equity. This way, we participate on the principal 
side of the business but we are not competing 
with our clients.

What makes Massey Knakal different 
in the market?

Massey Knakal creates a competitive ad-
vantage through specialization. Our platform 
is unique by virtue of our territory system 
and the fact that we only represent sellers 
and only on an exclusive basis. It is not 
possible to morph an existing platform into 

one like ours as the brokers would mutiny. 
Growing the platform from scratch would 
mean a long organic process which would 
likely take longer than anyone would have 
patience for.

How would you describe the real es-
tate market in New York City today?

The New York City investment sales mar-
ket today is in great shape. We are making 
our way back to the levels of 2007. More im-
portantly, property values are now exceeding 
peak levels of 2007 on a price-per-square-foot 
basis. This recovery is actually a by-product 
of the government’s intervention to boost the 
housing market by keeping interest rates low. 
This is a double-edged sword, however, as 
economics and history teach us that long peri-
ods of low interest rates create asset bubbles, 
so it will be interesting to see how this all 
shakes out.

What kind of impact will Hudson Yards 
have on the future of New York?

Hudson Yards will be the “center” of 
Manhattan in 20 years. It will be a new city 
within a city with the most modern and tech-
nologically advanced office, residential, and 
retail space with a mix of community space. 
All of these new buildings will surround the 
Hudson Park & Boulevard which will create a 
truly unique urban center.

Are you surprised at the growth of cer-
tain areas of New York, such as Chelsea, the 
Meatpacking District, Lower East Side, and 
Brooklyn?

Brooklyn will continue to thrive as the main 
benefi ciary of the overspill from Manhattan. 
However, while our population is growing, our 
tax revenues are declining as many of the most 
successful New Yorkers are moving out of the 
city due to the excessive tax burdens we face 
here.

What key ingredients make for a suc-
cessful sales agent today?

Passion for the business is a key, as is a 
competitive spirit. Other valued attributes in-
clude specialization, being proactive, working 
hard and smart, thinking positively, and man-
aging time well. Top brokers also set goals 
and always keep them in mind. Networking 
so as to constantly meet new people is im-
portant as well. Lastly, top agents are con-
stantly focused on self-improvement. We can 
all always be better tomorrow than we were 
yesterday.•

Robert A. Knakal

Representing Sellers
An Interview with Robert A. Knakal, 

Chairman, Massey Knakal Realty Services
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EDITORS’ NOTE Julian Niccolini studied hos-
pitality in Rome and apprenticed in Monaco’s 
Hôtel de Paris. In 1975, he arrived in New 
York and worked at New York City’s Palace res-
taurant before being recruited to manage the 
Four Seasons Restaurant’s Grill Room. In 1995, 
Niccolini and business partner Alex von Bidder 
purchased the restaurant. Niccolini pens eti-
quette columns for both Details and Gotham
magazines. He is also the host of some of the 
most prestigious winemaker dinners in the U.S. 
and is considered one of the most infl uential 
tastemakers in the world.

RESTAURANT BRIEF Situated just off Park 
Avenue in the Seagram Building in Midtown 
Manhattan, Four Seasons (www. fourseasons
restaurant.com) is one of New York’s foremost 
dining establishments. Designed by legendary 
architects Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Philip 
Johnson, the space is modern and classic and has 
been redefi ning American cuisine since 1959.

Does your business refl ect an economic re-
covery for New York?

Business is coming back. People realize 
that in order to make money you have to spend 
money, meaning that it’s a wonderful time to start 
entertaining your guests again in fi ne restaurants.

I know people are moving downtown but 
I’m happy to see that midtown Manhattan is 
coming back to life again, and this will con-
tinue. Our fall looks very good and our summer 
was better than last year.

For those who may feel intimated by 
the reputation of your restaurant, how do 
you make it feel accessible?

I don’t think people should be concerned 
about walking into a place fi lled with the mov-
ers and shakers of New York City. People 
should be extremely happy because we treat 
everybody with the same level of service and 
the same food. We have people who come in 
every day so we know what they like, but we 
respect all people the same because every dol-
lar is the same.

How do you continue to innovate with 
your menu?

We have to change our menu all the time 
to avoid the food getting stale and the people 
in the kitchen getting tired.

So we have to try to fi nd a new item every 
day and make new dishes every day to present 
to our customers – it’s why they come back.

How do you find a balance between 
providing tasty food but ensuring it is 
healthy?

From the beginning, the Four Seasons 
Restaurant attempted to always prepare sea-
sonal items but for a while, we stopped because 
the mood changed. Over the past 15 or 20 
years, people have come back to their senses. 

We understand that people go to restau-
rants to be served and entertained but also to 
feel good about themselves. We have to make 
sure the food we provide, serve, and cook is 
good food that you can eat on a daily basis.

Our most important focus is making 
sure that the food we’re preparing is as simple 
as possible. We don’t believe in adding butter 
or cream where it isn’t needed – we serve the 
freshest food in the most simple way.

Is all that this restaurant does in terms 
of helping charities in the community by 
hosting events well understood?

We do a lot of private events at Four 
Seasons where people take over the entire res-
taurant and we have to support them. We do 
this because the events benefi t the local com-
munity and most of these events are done 
with our regular clientele.

Is it tough to replicate this restaurant 
and to envision branching out?

When people talk about the Four Seasons 
Restaurant, most of the time they talk about ser-
vice and food.

The Four Seasons represents the best of cui-
sine and service – the most important things we 
have going for us. There are a lot of people who 
would like us to open in different places, and 
that would be nice. Maybe the time has come for 
us to think about an additional location, but we 
have to be careful to remember our home base.

How do you defi ne what makes a good 
server for your restaurant today?

We hire people who really enjoy working 
in the restaurant business. A server needs the 
ability to deal well with people, to make people 
happy, and to give excellent service to people. 
Being professional is not good enough anymore.

There are those who say the days of 
class are gone. Do you agree?

For intelligent people who care about how 
they look, the days of class are here to stay. 
It’s important to dress up and act accordingly – 
these are the prerequisites that identify a very 
successful businessperson.

When people are dressed properly and be-
have properly, they get more out of life than 
those who don’t take care of themselves.

Many guests expect to see you or Alex 
(von Bidder, Co-Owner) when they arrive. 
Will it be tough to transfer some of that re-
sponsibility at some point?

No, we have some really nice people work-
ing at the Four Seasons Restaurant. We have 
many people at the Four Seasons who can take 
over this business at any given time. I know 
that it’s important to have consistency since I 
have been doing this a long time. Alex or I are 
in every day and sometimes, we’re both here.

We have given our people enough leeway 
to occasionally make mistakes but they really 
have not. Once people know what the expec-
tation is, they always move in that direction – 
they’re defi nitely going to be respectful of the 
place and the people.

Is it ever possible for you to go to an-
other restaurant to have dinner and just 
relax without taking notes?

No, I’m always observing. You look for the 
best a restaurant is offering so you can come 
back to your restaurant and implement some of 
those ideas.

The most important thing in service is to be 
nice to people – and truly nice, not fake nice. 
It’s what successful venues in this particular in-
dustry have going for us.

Do you still enjoy the business after all 
these years?

Yes. I feel like a young guy. If you drink 
good wine and eat good food, you never have to 
work out. It’s also very expensive to run a restau-
rant like this. However, there aren’t many places 
in New York City where you can sit in a space like 
this and enjoy your $58-pre-fi xe lunch or $78-pre-
fi xe dinner or a $24-pre-fi xe lunch at the bar.

We give value to our clientele, which is 
why many people come on a daily basis.

What has made this location stand the 
test of time?

When you are in a building like this, you 
must have a restaurant of this quality and one 
that delivers food and service to the clientele, 
but that also gives tremendous prestige back to 
the building itself.•

Julian Niccolini (right) with co-owner Alex von Bidder

Filled with the 
Movers and Shakers 

of New York City
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Julian Niccolini, Co-Owner, Four Seasons Restaurant
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